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In many denominations, the personal well-being of pastors is taken for granted.
The assumption is that spiritual people like pastors are expected to be resilient and should
also know how to look after themselves. Unfortunately, however, pastors in Malaysia
and other parts of the world fail to do attend adequately to personal well-being issues and
consequently withdraw from ministry or fail to finish well.
The intent of this research project was to describe the relationship between the
personal well-being of pastors and longevity and faithfulness in the pastoral ministry in
the Trinity Annual Conference of the Methodist Church in Malaysia. This study utilized
two instruments for data gathering: (1) a questionnaire that assessed the presence of
twelve significant factors for longevity and faithfulness in the pastoral ministry, and (2) a
semi-structured interview.
A positive relationship between personal well-being and longevity and
faithfulness in the pastoral ministry was discovered.
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CHAPTER 1
PROBLEM
Introduction
Malaysia is a predominantly Muslim country with approximately 9.1 percent of
25.5 million people professing Christianity. In a culture where the Christians are a
minority, the profession of the Christian pastor is not very respected. In fact it is deemed,
as in my own instance, a “charity case” profession. I come from a Buddhist family whose
members liken the Christian clergyman to a Buddhist monk who has to depend on others’
charity and beg for alms for survival. To them, I have become a “Christian” monk!
The office of the pastor is further eroded in the eyes of the Malaysian public as
they read about various scandals such as the sexual abuse cases that the Roman Catholic
Church in the West has been confronted with in recent years. Due to media prejudices,
Christian failures, including the recent Ted Haggard sex scandal, received prominent
coverage, which further weakens the image of the pastor. Indeed, to aspire to the office of
a pastor, or minister, in a country like Malaysia, one has to be spiritually strong and
emotionally secure in order to minister with dignity and longevity. In such a context, a
deeply grounded spiritual life that is intentionally nurtured and sustained over a lifetime
is essential.
In the church, especially in the Trinity Annual Conference of the Methodist
Church in Malaysia (TRAC), I have observed, and personally heard, firsthand accounts
from ministers of seniority that their children would not consider following in their
footsteps because of the way the parishioners treat their parents who are in the ministry.
This treatment is tainted with lack of respect not only for the person in question but also

Ong 2
for the office as well. The negative reaction of these pastors’ children is intensified by the
way that this treatment has affected their parents. Such a state of affairs does not give
them grounds to be attracted to or think well of the pastoral office. Etched firmly in their
minds are the spiritual hypocrisy and emotional pains of growing up in the parsonage. At
least one pastoral marriage has ended in divorce due to multiple contributive factors;
prominent among them is the workaholic tendency of the pastor who did not know how
to say “no” because of their need for identity, security, and significance too dependent
upon their work. Another consequence of this workaholic tendency has been physical
ailments and early deaths. The health insurance company of the group policy for the
pastoral and ministerial workforce of this annual conference has openly said that the
amount of health insurance claims is on the high side.
Instead of ministers retiring with jubilation and celebration, many go out with a
whimper. Only one out of five retiring ministers will be sought after for mentoring,
preaching, and counseling. The lack of demand for their further ministry speaks about
their ending. Those entering the last third of their active service life seem to have lost
their passion for ministry, which is probably symptomatic of a spiritual and emotional
malaise. Feedback from the pastor parish relation committees of our churches indicates
dissatisfaction with the performance level of such senior ministers who seem to be
content to just do the essential until their retirement. They seem to have lost their zeal and
original vision of their call into the ministry and have succumbed to going about church
maintenance duties in a “professional” way. The general disturbing trend is that the
longer one serves, the less effective and fruitful one becomes. A loss of dedication,
diligence, holiness, and love for one’s flock results.
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My own sobering experience is that from a group of six who were ministers on
probation for the itinerant ministry in 1984 in the TRAC, only three of us are still serving
in the pastoral office. Out of the three who left, one has since become a legal
professional, another is an executive officer with a bank, and the third runs his own
human resource training firm. They have found not being responsible for so many people
emotionally less taxing. This fact, accompanied by probably a greater sense of material
security in their current professions, has kept them from full-time ministry.
Members of our congregations also acknowledge that becoming a pastor is
unattractive not only because of the financial sacrifice involved, but also because of the
spiritual demands and emotional stress put upon ministers. They have seen some pastors
be faithful and persevere but not enough that possess a sustained level of spiritual and
emotional health to make them desire joining the ranks of the pastoral ministry. In a
word, the vast majority are still waiting to be proven wrong by an adequate number of
examples of those who serve with spiritual and emotional wholesomeness—who end
their ministry with distinction.
While the consequences of this sad state of affairs are quite evident, an inertia or
lack of urgency in addressing this situation still exists. Many in the pastoral ministry are
driven by a sense of commitment and faithfulness; however they suffer the negative
consequences because of a lack of understanding and engagement in theological
understanding and practices that contribute to their personal well-being. The focus of this
study was an attempt to awaken the various stakeholders, especially the pastors
themselves, to the deficiency and need of valuing and practicing personal well-being in
their ministries. The intent of this study was to pierce both denial and apathy toward this
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critical need by placing the focus on hard data found through research, complemented by
contributions of the soft data of perception, reflections, and opinions.
In addition, this study, through its biblical and theological foundation,
supplemented by the practical section on contemporary keys to self-care, is intended to
help enlighten, reinvigorate, and renew the pastors and ministers in pursuing inner being
measures. Along with this intention is the goal that there will be adopting of appropriate
actions towards beyond merely surviving their call to the ministry, but to thrive and end
well in their God-given vocation.
Another group that may benefit from a study of how the pastors in the Trinity
Annual Conference understand, value, and practice personal well-being in relation to
their ministries, is the younger generation and potential second career candidates for fulltime Christian vocations. By openly addressing this difficult issue of survival and
thriving in ministry to the very end and arriving at possible solutions, I have in some
measure, paved the way for those who are considering answering the call to pastoral
ministry but are daunted by the cost and consequences involved.
This issue of personal well-being affecting the pastoral ministry ending soundly is
an acknowledged prevalent global issue, affecting the church community in other nations.
Anthony J. Headley has extensively researched and documented a substantial number of
the issues and struggles of survival and thriving in the pastoral mininstry in his book,
Reframing Your Ministry: Balancing Professional Responsibilities and Personal Needs in
the North American context. Furthermore, the pressure of unrealistic expectations is a
global phenomenon. Gary L. McIntosh and Samuel D. Rima make the point that
expectations generated by the diverse and multiple stakeholders and placed on a pastor
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are often unbiblical, contradictory and prevalent (188-89). In this regard, one can derive
mutual benefits on a wider basis from this study.
Purpose
The purpose of this study was to explore how the pastors in the Trinity Annual
Conference of the Methodist Church in Malaysia understand, value, and practice personal
well-being in relation to their ministries.
Research Questions
1. What is the current personal well-being profile of the pastors in terms of
understanding, valuing, and practice?
2. What do the pastors believe are the keys to personal well-being in their lives?
Definitions
Personal well-being is the sustaining of a balanced life as persons made in the
image of God (Barth 184). This view means that one is existing holistically, wholesomely
connected spiritually (to God), socially (to one another), psychologically (to oneself—
emotionally and mentally), and physically (to the created order including one’s own
body). The wholesome movement of the cognitive, affective, and practice is flowing in
synchronization together. The human being was created to live in harmony with God,
self, others, and the world for which they are responsible. A person is most wholesome
and enjoying optimum personal well-being when they are engaged in these relationships
rightly, performing the functions (including vocation) that fulfill the Creator’s purpose
and intent for them.
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Context
The Trinity Annual Conference is one of six Annual Conferences of the
Methodist Church in Malaysia. Of the 25.5 million people in Malaysia, 9.1 percent are
Christians, almost evenly divided between the Protestants and Roman Catholics.
Ethnically, the majority race that forms about 55 percent of the population is Malay,
which is almost all in the country’s 60.4 percent Muslim bracket. Islam is the official
religion and Bahasa Malaysia (which is essentially the Malay language) is the official
language. The Chinese, who are mostly Taoists and Buddhists, comprise 23.8 percent and
have a great influence on the economy. About 7.1 percent are Indians, mostly Hindus,
who occupy the lower end of the economy. This demographic profile has transferred
itself into the life of the Methodist Church in Malaysia. Along with this transference
comes the expectation that the TRAC pastors live a middle class lifestyle as this Annual
Conference is deemed to be middle class. The pastoral remuneration package, however,
does not reflect this perception fully. A combination of cultural and imbalanced
theological praxis has also created an impossible to fulfill expectation that pastors should
be self-sacrificing. An ethic of hard work has actually become stressful work.
The Trinity Annual Conference is the English-speaking conference made up of
13,494 members, almost wholly of Chinese and Indian origin. The team of thirty-five
pastors and diaconal ministers are mostly made up of Chinese with a minority of Indians
and indigenous people. The annual conferences are formed along linguistic lines and
geographical locality of either being in East or West Malaysia. The Methodist Church in
Malaysia is a connectional polity with a titular Episcopal head, the Bishop. The
respective annual conferences are administered by a president who holds executive
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powers over the annual conference. The Methodist Church in Malaysia has a total of
182,965 members and 417 pastors, making it the second largest denomination in
Malaysia after the Roman Catholic Church. The ministers and pastors are appointed by
the annual conference through the President and the Board of Appointments. In recent
years few want to join the itinerant ordained ministry.
Methodology
The following procedures were observed.
Participants
The primary participants that will be sampled are the in-service pastors in the
Trinity Annual Conference. They are comprised of both ordained and laypeople who are
approved supply pastors. Those in the ordained category include itinerant ministers who
are traveling elders, those who are ministers on probation who are in the itinerant
ministry, local elders, and local deacons.
Instrumentation
This research utilized a twenty-four question researcher-designed questionnaire
administered to thirty full-time in-service English-speaking pastors of TRAC.
In addition, there was individual engagement in a semi-structured interview with
a representative sample of eight in-service pastors that included the different groups
identified in the pastoral ranks as indicated earlier.
There was a record and analysis of the information gathered that pertained to their
understanding, valuing, and practice of personal well-being through these two
instruments to see how they correlated to their ministry. Assurance of confidentiality was
given to those participating.
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Variables
The independent variables consist of the understanding, valuing and practice that
the pastors had pertaining to the personal well-being of pastors.
Data Collection and Analysis
All the pastoral subjects who completed the research project questionnaire met
the following criteria: (1) They were all pastors of TRAC, and (2) they ministered to
English-speaking congregations.
This study was done through the statistical analysis of questionnaire information
that was submitted by the twenty English-speaking pastoral subjects who are currently inservice pastors. The researcher-designed questionnaire was sent to them and was returned
anonymously. As TRAC is an English-speaking annual conference, the two Malayspeaking and one Chinese dialect-speaking pastors in the auxiliary congregations were
not included. Two part-time pastors were also not included.
This study also includes the documentation and analysis of data and information
collected from the interview of eight pastors. These eight in-service pastoral respondents
met the following criteria: (1) They were all pastors of TRAC; (2) they had at least five
years of pastoral ministry experience; (3) they ministered to English-speaking
congregations; (4) they are representatives that reflect the full range of the age and years
in service spectrum; (5) they represent both the Indian community (3) and Chinese (5)
ratio; (6) they each had pastoring experience over at least three pastorates as pastors in
charge, with the average being four pastorates; and, (7) they represent the full range of
the numerical size (from less than one hundred to two thousand members) and age of
churches (from two to 115 years).
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Assurance of confidentiality to both the questionnaire respondents and
interviewees were given and honored.
Delimitations and Generalizability
The geographical area of study is a significant delimiting factor as few studies on
the well-being of Malaysian pastoral personnel and Christian vocational workers have
been done. Data on Malaysian pastors is minimal although approximately 2.4 million
Christians and countless local pastors—male and female—are in ministry. The Methodist
Church in Malaysia alone hosts about 417 pastors but very little specific or intentional
research to ascertain factors pertaining to the personal well-being of pastors has been
undertaken.
The data collected was limited to reported feedback from the various groups
within the TRAC. The number of pastoral workers in TRAC is also a delimiting factor.
This situation will also be a limiting factor in generalizing the observations as a basis for
further action by the other Malaysian Annual Conferences.
To the extent that the TRAC pastoral body compares professionally with other
pastoral groups both in Malaysia and internationally, some general and broader parallels
and assumptions may be made. The wider field of knowledge in the areas of pastoral
theology and practices pertaining to the personal well-being of the pastoral profession
will be used to the extent that it is universally applicable to the personhood, life, and
ministry of a pastor.
Theological Foundation
Understanding the concept of being created in the image of God is important to a
person’s well-being, identity, significance, security, and total well-being. A number of
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passages in the Scripture refer to the image of God. The foundational and best known is
in the creation narrative of Genesis 1:26-27:
Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness;
and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air,
and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every
creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” So God created humankind in his
image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them.
(NRSV)
God’s intention is clearly stated in verse 26, with the word “image” repeated twice in
verse 27. Genesis 5:1-2 again mentions this creative act of God, with verse 2
highlighting, “Male and female he created them, and he blessed them and named them
‘Humankind’ when they were created.”
The second creation account in Genesis chapter 3 then documents how the Fall of
humankind took place in the Garden of Eden. When the first human couple chose to
disobey God’s specific instruction not to eat of the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of
good and evil (Gen. 2:17), sin entered the world. Sin brought alienation and broke the
bond that humanity had with God, with self, with others, and the created order. The
image of God in humanity became perverted and humankind began to malfunction. The
Fall resulted in the excessive heightening of humanity’s self-image so that the sinful
pride of putting self above God was exacerbated. This conceit broke the most
fundamental of relationships—the relationship with God, humankind’s creator. Humanity
suffered a negated self-image when the first couple experienced a sense of shame; when
they felt ashamed of their nakedness they realized that they had done wrong. Shame soon
revealed itself in fear of God and the culture of blaming others. Humanity now pays the
price of disobedience in broken relationship with God and with self, evidenced by
feelings of worthlessness and shame. This fundamental brokenness affects humankind’s
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governance of the created order in a negative way as humanity has become self-centered
and self-referenced.
As stated in Genesis 9:6, being made in God’s image is the proscriptive ground
for the prohibition of murder. The rest of the Old Testament does not make explicit
reference to the image of God in humankind.
The New Testament picks up the thread of creational connection of the image of
God. In 1 Corinthians 11:7, Paul says, “For a man ought not to have his head veiled,
since he is the image and reflection of God; but the woman is the reflection of man.” In
James 3:9 the author prohibits the cursing of others with the tongue on the grounds that
the human being is made in the likeness of God. It would appear that an allusion to the
image of God is made in Acts 17:28 when Paul is quoted as saying, “In him we live and
move and have our being.”
A number of passages connect the image of God to the process of sanctification.
The process of being conformed to the image of Christ through the work of the Holy
Spirit is depicted as a restoration to the original image which was marred at the Fall (Gen.
3). Christ is seen as that true image of God to which humankind had to be restored
(Hoekema 73). Romans 8:29 speaks of the believer being conformed to the image of
God. Second Corinthians 3:18 states, “All of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of
the Lord as being reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from
one degree of glory to another, for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit.” Paul adds in
Ephesians 4:23-24 that the new nature of the redeemed is after the likeness of God in true
righteousness and holiness. He then provides another angle to this in Colossians 3:10 in
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declaring that the new nature is “being renewed in knowledge according to the image of
its creator.”
In the history of the Church, there have been basically three interpretations of
what the image of God means (Erickson 499). The first is the substantive view which is
from the ontological perspective of the image being human characteristics that may be
spiritual, physical, or psychological. This view, held by earlier theologians suggests that
the image of God in a person is found in one’s structural capacities (Hoekema 69). The
emphasis is on the constituency of a person, especially the rational and moral capacities.
The locus of the image is the human being—the image is resident within the person.
The second is the functional view, which essentially shifts from what one is to
what one does. This view holds that human beings were intended to fulfill certain roles,
especially in the exercise of the office as God’s vice-regent in ruling over nature. The
proponents of this view also state that the close connection between verse 27 and verse
26 of Genesis chapter 1 was meant to indicate that humanity’s dominion over the rest of
the created order would then reflect God’s image as the sovereign Lord over all of
creation. This position has further led to the “cultural mandate” emphasis among
Reformed circles whereby humankind as God’s highest creature is expected to employ
fully its ability to learn, understand, and master the created order.
The third view is the relational view that posits the image of God as experiencing
relationship, much in line with the existential school of thought. The image of God is
realized and displayed at the point of a particular active relationship that a person enters.
A key advocate of this view is Karl Barth who holds the view that God made a being
after himself who is capable of being a partner. This ability to have both vertical and
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horizontal relationships is what constitutes the image of God. In addition, he makes the
point that the words in Genesis 1:27 and 5:1-2 indicate God made humankind in two
genders with an inherent “I” and “Thou” relational element in the image (184).
The image of God, therefore, is a composite of the elements in a person’s
constitution that facilitate the fulfillment of God’s purpose and destiny for a human
being, so that that person finds satisfaction and well-being. The powers of personality
make humankind like God in that humanity is a unique category of being unlike all other
beings in the created order, capable of relating and interacting with God, with other
persons, the created order, and with oneself. Humanity then was constitute, as depicted in
the relational view of the image of God, to relate to God (spiritual), to one another
(social), to oneself (psychological) and to the created world of nature (physical). The
Creator had intended purposes when he made humankind; humanity was made to know,
love, obey, and serve the Creator. Then people were created to love their neighbor as they
would themselves. A person is born to live in harmony with the self and with others as
well as with the created order for which they are responsible. People are most
wholesomely human when they are engaged in these relationships rightly, performing
these functions that fulfill God’s intention meant for every person. The life of Jesus is the
tangible, complete exemplar of what human nature is intended to be. His life was lived to
God, focused on obeying God. He lived a life that was for others—his neighbors. He
ruled over nature by walking on water and calming the storms. He was also at peace with
himself—displaying a deep sense of identity as the Father’s beloved Son, secure in his
Father’s love, and knowing his own purpose and significance in doing the Father’s will.
He had a sound, healthy relationship with himself, a wholesome self-image based on the
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right type of self-confidence that is not the inordinate elevation of one’s image in a
prideful way. Neither was he suffering emotionally from an unhealthy, excessively low
image which leads to crippling unhealthy self-rejection and self-doubt. Self-rejection
poses the most fundamental of threats to the spiritual well-being of a believer, including
those in pastoral ministry. Self-rejection contradicts the sacred voice of God who calls
each human being his beloved, especially believers who doubly belong to him—first at
creation, then through redemption by his Son’s blood shed at the cross. The importance
of this relationship to self cannot be over-emphasized; it underpins all other relationships
and makes possible a person’s proper response and performance in relating to God,
others, and the created order (Hoekema 102). This wholesome self-image is never an end
in itself but a means to the end of living for God, for others, and for good stewardship of
God’s creation.
Although the life of Jesus was a comparatively short one, it was truly an “it is
finished” life lived to the fullest in accordance to God’s will. He did not fail prematurely
in fulfilling his call, but ended with distinction. Humankind is called to be restored in the
image of Christ, the Second Adam, who demonstrated the essential basal elements of
being human, as intended by God when he created Adam. The wholesome humanity that
is in a state of well-being will experience both the harmonious integration of structure
and function as beings created in the image and likeness of God. When people fully
understand who they are, they will then function as they should. The total well-being of a
person is grounded in the biblical doctrine of humanity.
The following diagram captures this perspective of holistic integration of personal
well-being that encompasses the cognitive, affective and practice of being wholesomely
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connected spiritually (to God), socially (to one another), psychologically (to oneself—
emotionally and mentally), and physically (to the created order including one’s own
body).

GOD (Spiritual)

ONE ANOTHER
(Social)

HUMANITY

ONESELF
(Psychological)

NATURE/CREATED
ORDER
(Physical)

Figure 1. A relational perspective of Image of God (Gen. 1-2).

Overview of Study
Chapter 2 reviews selected literature and relevant research. The theological
foundations of personal well-being that sustains pastors and helps them end their ministry
vocation successfully are studied. Included will be the study of the undisputed example of
Paul, the pastor and missionary par excellence of the early Church, who “fought the good
fight” to the very end. Pertinent contemporary writings are also examined so that a list of
characteristics that paves the way for longevity and successful completion of the pastoral
vocation is defined.
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Chapter 3 submits the research methods employed and the methods of data
analysis.
Chapter 4 presents the findings of the study.
Chapter 5 reports major findings, discusses conclusions of the study, and practical
applications arising from the research. It also offers suggestions for further inquiry.

Ong 17
CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE
This dissertation aims at discovering the fundamental elements that sustain
longevity and promote a faithful ending to ministry. It will also seek to uncover the
pitfalls that await the pastor in the spiritual and emotional realms that end their career
prematurely.
The literature review will first focus on the practical biblical example of one who
had a sustained spiritual and emotional well-being that contributed to a strong ending of
distinction of his life in ministry as a pastor and church planter. Paul’s life will be a
centerpiece of study that illuminates the fundamentals necessary to the purpose of this
dissertation. Following the discussion on Paul’s life, contemporary literature on issues
pertaining to self-care is examined and discussed.
The Scripture calls for “a long obedience in the same direction” (Peterson1) that
applies to all disciples of Jesus Christ. With the totality of life subsumed under the
lordship of Christ, they are expected to finish the race of the life of faith, and the ministry
they are entrusted to, victoriously, as was the case of Paul. Spiritual leadership must be
sustainable in the long-term both for the sake of the worker and for the kingdom ministry.
According to the books of Kings and the second book of Chronicles, one of the major
reasons why the southern kingdom of Judah outlasted the northern kingdom of Israel was
the quality of spiritual leadership. The southern kingdom had several leaders who
followed after God in a greater degree of faithfulness (Clinton, Bible and Leadership
Values 122).
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Spiritual, social, psychological, and physical health is the important scaffolding
that sustains faithfulness and perseverance in living out the purpose that God has for
one’s life and results in a victorious ending. This principle is exemplified in the lives of
biblical characters that ended well such as Jeremiah, Jesus Christ, John, and Paul.
Physical and spiritual health is anchored in the doctrine of humanity. In the Scripture,
man (used in the generic sense) is a divinely created being made in the image of God
(Gen. 1:26, 27). God purposefully and intentionally created humanity, who is not a
product of random chance or an evolutionary process (Erickson 470).
Biblical Foundation: Paul and the Church at Philippi
The ministry of Paul’s pastoral relationship with the Philippian church is most
touching and fitting for a study to discover the imperatives behind longevity and faithful
ending in the life and ministry of a pastor. A widely held view is that this epistle marks
almost the end of Paul’s life and ministry, as it is a “prison letter” most likely written in
Rome (c. AD 61-62) just before he was to be martyred. This and other biblical evidence
validates Paul’s claim that even as he faced departure from this life, he could say that he
had fought the good fight, finished the race, and had kept the faith (2 Tim. 4:7).
How the Church in Philippi Was Born
The church in Philippi began when the Spirit gave a vision of the Macedonian
man calling Paul to preach at his first European city around AD 50 (Acts 16:9). Paul’s
team of Luke, Silas, and Timothy had their first meeting, most fittingly, at a Jewish place
of prayer by the river bank outside the city. Lydia was among the first converts (Acts
16:13), followed by the jailer and his family (Acts 16:31-34). Others came to faith after
witnessing the powerful deliverance of the demonized slave girl who was used as a
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fortune-teller by her masters (Acts 16:16-19). So beginning in the place of prayer, the
grace of God abounded so that such an unlikely and diverse group of people overcame
their differences to become the Philippian church, which probably met at Lydia’s house
(Acts 16:40).
They maintained a lifelong connection with their founding pastor and they sent
gifts to Paul on several occasions. Paul indicated this in Philippians 4:15-16:
You Philippians were the only ones who gave me financial help when I
brought you the good news and then traveled on in Macedonia. No other
church did this. Even when I was in Thessalonica you sent help more than
once.
Paul made possibly two more visits to Philippi on his third missionary journey around
AD 55-56.
Of all the letters Paul wrote, this epistle stands out as the most personal, to a
church which had faithfully supported his ministry very early on. The Philippian church
even sent Epaphroditus to deliver a gift to Paul (4:18) and to meet his needs through
personal service. In fact, in the course of his personal service, Epaphroditus fell
grievously ill (2:27-30). His recovery facilitated the opportunity for Paul to write this
letter to commend both Epaphroditus (2:15-30) as well as the Philippian believers (4:1020)
The Epistle to the Philippians: Lessons for Longevity and Successfully Completing
the Pastoral Ministry
Those entrusted with God’s gift and responsibility of shepherding God’s flock
must ask what are the key things that can be learned from Paul that are universally
applicable and foundational for the successful ending of the call and ministry of pastors.
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In answer to this, the following six principles can be observed from Paul’s ministry to the
church at Philippi.
Paul’s Practice of the All-Important Truth of Living Centrally in “Union Life” in
Christ
So real is the “exchanged life” (Seamands 146) that Paul had in Christ that he
unashamedly calls himself a slave (doulos) of Jesus Christ (Phil. 1:1), being totally given
over, or owned, by Christ his Lord and sovereign Savior. For Paul, to live is Christ and to
die for his sake is gain (Phil. 1:21).
Whether translated slave or servant, doulos clearly depicts a person in servile
condition, who is bonded to another, being devoted to the cause of another, to the
disregard of one’s own interest. He is one who gives himself up completely to doing the
will of another. The names Jesus Christ, Christ Jesus, Lord Jesus Christ, Lord Jesus,
Jesus, Christ, Lord, and Savior occur fifty-one times (ten of which mean union with
Christ) in the 104 verses of the epistle (Gaebelein 99). In almost every other verse in the
four chapters of this epistle, Christ is named, referred to, or mentioned.
The singular, unwavering motive clearly demonstrated and set forth is that Paul
lived for Christ. The fulfillment of his life is through being totally committed in his
relationship with his beloved Lord and Savior who doubly owns his life as Maker and
Redeemer.
This total commitment is meaningfully and clearly set forth by Paul in Philippians
1:20-22:
For I live in eager expectation and hope that I will never do anything that
causes me shame, but that I will always be bold for Christ, as I have been
in the past, and that my life will always honor Christ, whether I live or die.
For me, living is for Christ, and dying is even better.
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In reference to Galatians 2:20a when Paul declares “I have been crucified with Christ;
and it is no longer I who live but Christ who lives in” Richard B. Hays points out that
Paul “provocatively [denies] his own role as the acting ‘subject’ of his own life and
[claims] that he has been supplanted in this capacity by Christ” (168). In explaining such
union with Christ, Sadu Sundar Singh uses the illustration of the blacksmith who places
the iron in a blazing charcoal fire. Before long, the iron will be as red as the red hot coal
so that while the iron is in the fire, it is equally true that the fire is also in the iron (qtd. in
Seamands 147).
This union life of Christ in the believer (Clinton, Bible and Leadership Values
266), which includes the double union in death to the controlling authority of sin in a life
and to the resurrected Christ in victory, is well captured by Ruth Paxson:
[T]o be a Christian is nothing less than to have the glorified Christ living
in us in actual presence, possession and power. It is to have Him as the
Life of our life in such a way and to such a degree that we can say even as
Paul said, “To me to live is Christ.” To be a Christian is to grow up into
Christ in all things … to have Christ the life of our minds, our hearts, our
will, so that it is Christ thinking through us, living through us, willing
through us. It is increasingly to have no life but the life of Christ within us,
filling us with ever increasing measure. (qtd. in Seamands 146)
Paul had a full living personal experience and relationship with the living indwelling
Christ. He not only knew Christ as Savior—that Christ had satisfied God’s righteous
demands as to the punishment for the believer’s sins, but also as Lord—that every
decision of life is to be made from an awareness of Christ’s perspective. He then moved
on to know Christ as his strength, recognizing that life cannot be lived without resources
beyond one’s own. Thus, he says in Philippians 4:13, “I can do all things through Christ
who strengthens me.” He knew that those resources (for abundant living) beyond one’s
own is not something that is from without, but is indwelling—recognizing that life is
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Christ (Phil. 1:21). He then spoke about the unique union of Christ living in the believer
through the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19; Gal. 2:20) without the believer losing his or her
personal identity. In fact, the life that grows from knowing Christ as Savior to
experiencing his redemptive and healing power in the union life with him will be made
whole, healed from the encumbrances of brokenness that cuts into life and relationship. A
wonderful healing of personhood, of self image, and self-esteem occurs that shows an
amazing paradox: I am never more myself than when I have given myself to Christ. In the
words of James Houston, “Left to ourselves we can never handle our own uniqueness.
We have to give the burden of ‘being me’ to God’s care and nurture” (219). One’s
actions are never more authentic, never truly more human, than when they are the Spirit’s
actions through them. The liberating truth is that I am never more genuinely human than
when I am most godly, when it is “no longer I who lives, but Christ who lives in me”—to
exchange something of lesser value, of less importance (“my” life and self-will”) for one
that is greater (Christ’s life and will).
Bernard of Clairvaux, describes this movement as moving from the inclination to
love for one’s own sake, to loving God for one’s own sake, then to loving God for not
only one’s own sake alone, but also for God’s sake, and at last reaching a point where
one loves even oneself for the sake of God (Houston 195-96). Paul could accept himself,
love himself, and give thanks to God because of the wholesome and secure new person
he had become in Christ who dwells in him. Such a winsome life is also an imperative
factor for finishing well and with joy in the pastoral ministry as demonstrated by Paul’s
life here.
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Paul knew the power of the Easter Christ who is alive and lives as Lord in his life.
Unlike many “professionals” in the pastorate, Paul did not regard Jesus as just a man
whose life is to be studied, whose words must be examined, and whose teachings ought
to be analyzed. The practical outcome of the practice of the Christian faith today veers
towards the study emphasis, as the approach is consonant with a rationalistic philosophy
birthed in the Enlightenment in which the intellect is supremely in control. The Christian
faith is likewise subjected to this informational approach, although relation is at the heart
of Christianity. Not surprisingly, therefore, the study group abounds and the prayer
meeting borders on extinction. Study is necessary, but the point that Jesus is not only a
personality to be studied must be categorically stated. He is not mere information or a
figure in a book, even if that book is the greatest book in the world (Stanley and Jones
96-97). Paul clearly shows us that life in union with this risen and living Christ is why he
not only finished his life and ministry well, but he also experienced the growth, healing,
and strengthening of the inner man (Eph. 3:16) while the outer tent of the body wasted
away.
The epistle to the Philippians, more than the others in Paul’s corpus, presents the
all-important aspect of the truth of this exchanged life. Life in union with Christ is
wholesome and authentic, and its application in real life situations, including adversities
and conflicts, results in joy in otherwise depressing circumstances. For Paul, joy (and
rejoice) throbs as a constant beat (see Phil. 1:3, 8; 2:2, 17, 18, 28; 3:1 and 4:4, 10) in the
face of isolation in imprisonment, dishonorably motivated ministry from “competitive
evangelists” and conflicts within the congregation. This union life, or exchanged life,
with Christ is not an elusive goal for the believer, rather it should be the standard from
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which life is lived out each day. Paul has clearly established the norm of what this union
life with Christ looks like in everyday living for every believer, including those called to
the pastoral ministry (Clinton, Bible and Leadership Values 266). The pastor who lives
this truth will experience long, fulfilling, and rewarding ministry in Christ who can do all
things through each in whom he dwells deeply. This union in Christ life where Christ
dwells in us even as we dwell in him is crucial to receiving empowerment and
perseverance to finish the race. The spiritual key to a wholesome and contented life is
engagement and participation in the ongoing ministry of Jesus (Phil. 4:11).
Preachers making this claim or utterance of “for me to live is Christ and to die is
gain” (Phil. 1:21) can only sound hollow (in fact some do not even say it because they
cannot face it) if their lives are not immersed in the daily reality and cultivated intimacy
of the exchanged life (Headley, Achieving Balance 15). Only persons who are wholly
committed to Christ and experiencing his life in them can have such an attitude toward
both life and death. Paul thought of himself as being a Christian, before thinking of
himself as a pastor; he places personal faith and a growing relationship with God as the
foundation of one’s service and ministry to others.
Paul’s Demonstrably Submitted Life of Union in Christ Even Unto Death, and Until
Death, Fortified by a Sense of Purpose and Destiny
In his ongoing experience of a living relationship with Christ his Lord, Paul had a
clear sense and conviction that God was not only real, but that he had intervened in a
personal and special way to bring about his unique purposes for Paul’s life to glorify
himself. This destiny purpose for Paul’s life is seen in the vignette that Paul shared in his
testimony in Philippians 3:4-11. J. Robert Clinton defines a sense of destiny:
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[A]n inner conviction arising from an experience or a series of experiences
(in which there is a growing sense of awareness in retrospective analysis
of those experiences) that God has his hand on the leader in a special way
for special purposes. (Bible and Leadership Values 101)
Over a period of time, various experiences come to take on new light so that a growing
awareness of that sense of destiny, of divine purpose, dawned increasingly on Paul. He
realized that by divine hand, the threads and tapestry of his life were meant to form a
larger and specific picture that would bring honor to Christ. Hailing from the tribe of
Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews, born in the university town of Tarsus, sitting at the feet
of the rare and distinguished open-minded professor Gamaliel, a dynamic choleric in
personality—all placed in his life by God so that he would be the knowledgeable, openminded, zealous, and highly energetic “apostle to the Gentiles.”
This destiny awareness of his life history pattern included the purposeful
revelation experience on the road to Damascus. Expanded details of this destiny
awareness are supplied through the three testimonies in Acts 9, 22, and 26 (especially
Acts 26:19 when he declared before King Agrippa that he was “not disobedient to that
vision from heaven”). The passage in Galatians 1:15-18 shows Paul’s retrospective
reflection regarding destiny preparation as he spent time alone in Arabia over a three-year
period. He had a ripening conviction of the divinely given commission of being
appointed as an apostle to the Gentiles. The vignette passage in Philippians 3:4-11 is yet
another example of the accumulated experiences that gives one the vision of purpose that
becomes the ultimate contribution for one’s life. Paul’s closing words in 2 Timothy 4:6-8
(“I have finished the race”) shows the culmination and final fulfillment of God’s destiny
and purpose for him.
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Paul knows whose will he must fulfill—Christ’s, not his own. He is strongly and
intimately connected to Jesus Christ. He, like all effective leaders who stay the course
and end the race of life and ministry well, displays a growing awareness of his sense of
life’s purpose and destiny, progressively accomplishing the things God laid out for him.
Key choices and life decisions were made on the basis of this sense of destiny. In this
sense, Nietzsche’s words are applicable: “He who has a why to live for can bear with
almost any how” (qtd. in Frankl 121). Discovering and being aware of one’s destiny and
purpose ensures meaningful and fulfilling living, which is true of those called to the
pastoral ministry as well. Viktor Frankl further adds the following words:
One should not search for an abstract meaning to life. Everyone has his
own specific vocation or mission in life; everyone must carry out a
concrete assignment that demands fulfillment. Therein he cannot be
replaced, nor can his life be repeated. Thus, everyone’s task is as unique as
is his specific opportunity to implement it. (172)
An unmistakable note of joy is reflected in Paul’s writing throughout the epistle to the
Philippians. He experienced life with a purpose—a sense of destiny; hence, he had a
thankful and grateful attitude to God, in spite of difficulties, problems, opportunities,
challenges, and diverse experiences. The hallmarks of being in the place of rest are
serenity and laughter—not the termination or cessation of activity or the absence of
adversity, a deep assurance of peace—even in the midst of toil and pain (Tan 32).
Paul’s Lifelong Learning Posture of Obedience to Christ
This posture of a spirit of a lifelong proactive teachability fuels and sustains a
growing spirituality, so that towards the end of his life and ministry Paul could still say,
“I do not consider I have made it my own; but this one thing I do; forgetting what lies
behind and straining forward to what lies ahead” (Phil. 3:13).
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Because both Paul and the Philippian congregation were focused on cultivating a
lifelong, ever deepening, relational intimacy with Christ, the reality and freshness of their
growing faith was evident. A real, relational, personal faith, as opposed to a
“professionally taught” informational faith, fosters spiritual growth in both pastor and
congregation as they obey Christ in life and service.
Paul, whose life showed ongoing fruiting of authentic spirituality, could with
humble confidence, call on the Philippian Christians to “join in imitating me and observe
those who live according to the example you have in us” (Phil. 3:17). He calls them to
“keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me,
and the God of peace will be with you” (Phil. 4:9). He precedes this by calling them to
center their thinking on all that is good, pure, and praiseworthy in Christ.
In John Bevere’s words, “Physical growth is a function of time. No two-year-old
child has ever been six feet tall. Intellectual growth is a function of learning. Spiritual
growth is neither a function of time or of learning, but it is a function of obedience” (59).
Paul was a mature believer who sought to be obedient to Christ in every way possible. He
followed in Christ’s footsteps who learned obedience by the things he suffered (Heb. 5:8)
even though he is the Son of God. Paul’s clarion call was that whatever happens, they
must live their lives “in a manner worthy of the Gospel” (Phil. 1:27).
When one obeys the Word of God spoken by the Holy Spirit, maturity and growth
in times of difficult circumstances, conflict, and unjust suffering, happens when tending
to difficult people and an unappreciative flock. Paul learned obedience by the things that
he suffered, as Jesus his Lord did, even as he wrote from jail. Scripture is important to
know, but the key to spiritual growth is cultivating and sustaining an obedient intimate
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relationship with Christ. In this regard, the key is not knowledge of Scripture, but
obedience. A relationship of obedience to Christ in order to grow and “be perfected” by
suffering just as Christ was (Heb. 5:9) is necessary to prevent adverse circumstances from
ending ministry prematurely. Paul expresses the imperative of obedience by calling the
Philippian church to “stand firm in one spirit” (1:27), “hold fast to the word of life”
(2:16), “hold fast to what we have attained” (3:16), and “stand firm in the Lord” (4:1).
Without the fuel of obedience the spiritual leader’s life and ministry will stagnate,
plateau, and then regress into nominalism and then backsliding. The majority of failures
in leadership occur because of failure in the area of spirituality. The pastoral leader that
ends well should have an explicit understanding and clear theology of spirituality that is
grounded in Christ’s life made manifest in a believer through obedience. A pastoral
leader can miss the obvious: that a thoughtless and heretofore unorganized theology of
spirituality guides one’s life with as much force as a thoughtful and informed one
(Willard 26). A preacher also faces the occupational hazard of mistaking the fact that
obedience has been attained just because they preached or taught a particular truth. Paul
does not presume that because he is an apostle he is above obeying the Word of God.
Neither did he mistake preaching for obedience. A leader needs to grow in “experienced”
obedience in order to influence others in obedience.
Paul knew that ministry flows out of “being”, that pastoral leaders must continue
to be on a growth track through obedient relationship to the Lord so that they maintain a
healthy spirituality if they are to serve and provide spiritual leadership and ministry in
God’s church.
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Paul’s Missional Life: the Missio Dei and Message of Jesus Christ (Phil. 1:5, 12, 14,
18, 27) as a Central Priority
Paul never forgot the reason for the existence of the Church: the Church exists for
its nonmembers. This commission is God’s avowed mission of the One who is the
ultimate power that drives the ministry. So God’s gospel is the power for salvation
because it reveals him and the effected plan of restoration, redemption, and
transformation (Rom. 1:16; Jas. 1:21). The gospel is like seed with the power of life in it.
Paul shares the gospel at all costs: his life is “submitted” to the task of
proclaiming this undying message that saves the condemned. The centrality and prior
importance of this task in his pastoral ministry is illustrated by Paul’s declaration of “so
long as Christ is proclaimed in every way, whether out of false motives or true; and in
that I rejoice” (Phil. 1:18). His desire was that what ever happened to him did not matter
so long as it actually helped to spread the gospel (1:12).
Testing and trials in the proclamation of Jesus and his Gospel are inevitable
(Phil.1:12, 18). Even these can be used to further Jesus’ name and purpose (1:13-14)
because the resurrected Christ is the final authority of life and he has the last word. Paul
was focused on this mission from heaven so that he not only stayed true to his calling, but
also constantly witnessed the reality of the Holy Spirit at work in convicting and drawing
men and women to Christ. This “outward” focus also kept him from being overtaken by
“inward” introspection that can lead to morbidity and derailment of faith and calling. It
kept him strong in faith, fulfilled, having a sense of purpose and significance, and alive in
his vocation by being aligned to the will of God.
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Paul’s Firm Grasp of the Importance of Personal Relationship with Others, the Call
to Community, and People-Centered Ministry in Jesus Christ
Paul never forgot how personal and real the Lord Jesus Christ had been to him
when he appeared to him on the road to Damascus, and when he experienced the tender
touch of his love and healing through Ananias (Acts 9). As mentioned earlier, of all the
letters that Paul wrote, this epistle stands out as being the most personal. This letter
mentions by name five of the leaders who had personal relationships with Paul. More
than a hundred people are mentioned in the Pauline epistles. When reading them in their
contexts, one cannot miss the point that Paul left a personal touch on most of their lives
which made a significant (Clinton, Bible and Leadership Values 265), if not life-changing
impact (Rom. 16). This personal aspect is further amplified by the fact that Paul
exercised a great influence as mentor to a number of them. Paul places a high value on
empowerment via relationship as a means of influence.
While Paul does not use Greek literature’s familiar words philos (friend) and
philia (friendship) in his works, he invokes the language, bond, and conventions of
friendship in his epistles, indicating the quality of his relationship with the various parties
and communities he addresses (Fitzgerald 225). In general, one can see at least four
aspects of Paul’s friendship bond in his letters: hospitality, patronal relationships,
recommendations, and reciprocity, exemplified by giving and receiving. All of these
(including having to be inimical to those who have apostatized and are working against
the church) are fundamentally connected to his ministry and to building community
(being the body of Christ/people of God), which is an integral part of the message itself.
While maintaining an independent lifestyle of a tent-maker, Paul also shows through an
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emphatic affirmation and appreciation of the support and gifts of the Philippian (1:4-7,
3:25-30; 4:10-18) church, that generally speaking, friendship and self-sufficiency are
incompatible.
By such relational applications, Paul shows that he had a clear and firm grasp of
the communality of the Trinity (as captured by John 17), by which the human community
is to be patterned. Houston sums up this principle cogently when he writes, “This is the
life of the Trinity, each person focused on the others. We enter into the experience of that
life when we are oriented on the will of God” (245). Gilbert Meilaender describes the
triune relationship: “The Father eternally affirms the being of the Son, is crowned in
return of that love of the Son, and the Spirit of self-giving unites the Father and the Son”
(51). A sublime social relationship of deep love, self-expenditure for another, and mutual
respect and honor bring about joy.
By grace, this great triune friendship overflows through the means of the gospel to
befriend humankind, so that the personal God is said to have spoken face to face, as a
man speaks to a friend, with Moses (Exod. 33:11). Abraham was called God’s friend (Isa.
41:8, Jas. 2:23). Humankind needs first and foremost this friendship of God the Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit, and then human friendships that encourage the discovery and
appropriation of the presence and purpose of God in the flatness of daily living. The
company of such friends enables us to discover the reality of realities—“kairotic
existence”—shaped by the will of God and empowered by the indwelling presence of the
Spirit: a way of life that becomes harmonious with others and a state of being
harmoniously in relationship with God (Mulholland, Shaped by the Word 75-76). Paul
and his friends in the Philippian church conformed to the image of community in the
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kingdom of God painted by Jesus—an attractive company of friends assembled and
horizontally connected for a vertical purpose, the joint pursuit of God (Lamb 206).
The epistle to the Philippians resonates with an unseen, yet real, wellness of spirit
in Paul, where joy and rejoicing occur at least nine times (1:3, 18; 2:2, 17, 18, 28; 3:1;
4:4, 10). Of course, being “in Christ” and being able to securely and restfully commit all
things to God so that the peace of God rules one’s heart (4:16-17), has much to do with it,
but also important is the fact of the love and support shown by his community of friends
in Philippi. That community effect sustained him in his trials and tribulations. He is not
alone. The force of the import of this truth is echoed in the affirmation of appreciation by
Jesus when he said to the twelve at the last supper, “You are those who have stood by me
in my trials; and I confer on you just as my Father has conferred on me, a kingdom, so
that you may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom” (Luke 22:28-30).
Paul understood and appropriated the truth that his worth came from his position
of being in Christ and not due to any earthly conditions (McIntosh and Rima 214).
Therefore he was secure and sincere enough in his personhood to undertake the risk of
loving, facing the risks of earthly conditions—to risk being hurt and being
misunderstood, to know and be known. He realized that he must be willing to open up
and share his life in cultivating friendship, which is a theological imperative and an
existential necessity for spiritual, emotional, and psychological wellness. He was ready to
be vulnerable in order to be real and authentic, to be seen as he really is and not be put on
a pedestal or stage merely to role play. Pastors become real people who both give and
receive ministry only if they descend the pedestal (Headley, Reframing Your Ministry
37). He chose not to impress people at a distance but to impact them by being close to
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them (Maxwell 128). He gave himself to his flock and treated his congregation as
individuals made in the image of God, not as a mass of statistics or as a group to be
placed at arms length to be impressed, pleased, and entertained.
Paul had a healthy and balanced understanding of the relationships, boundaries,
and dynamic interplay between personhood and ministry (Headley, Achieving Balance
45). He acknowledged his own humanity. He accepted the fact that he was an ordinary
person who had economic, physical, emotional, psychological, and relational needs,
therefore he needed others. He was real enough to resist the erroneous view that others
may have encouraged, that being a veteran in ministry gave him some supernatural power
or privileged heavenly insights. He knew how critically toxic it would be to enjoy the
fictionalized notion of being superhuman, for it would wreak havoc in the inner life of the
pastoral leader which would consequently overflow to produce brokenness and pain on
the domestic front, as well as in the church. Paul stayed authentic, and thereby healthy, as
he readily admitted he had needs, for he was but a redeemed human being. He was
unafraid to step out of the office and role of apostle and pastor to be his full human self—
to cry and laugh, to hurt and rejoice, to share aspirations and disappointments, to work
and play. He was most grateful they held him in their heart, standing with him as he
defended the Gospel (Phil.1: 7), thankful that they sent Epaphroditus to serve him (2:30),
and that they had proven faithful in being concerned for him and sharing in his needs and
distress (4:10-19). Paul was unashamedly grateful that they saw and met his needs as a
friend and brother in Christ. As a result, he was approachable, opening the door for
growing intimacy, being able to relate personally and deeply as he considered them
individuals, not groups. They, whom he loved and longed for, in turn became most dear
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to him (1:8; 2:17,18, 27-28; 4:1). This growing mutuality of bond and reciprocity of
meeting needs kept Paul and the Philippian church steadfast and faithful to the end,
personally and corporately outlasting whatever difficult situations, overcoming intrachallenges such as conflict in relationships (e.g., Euodia and Syntyche in 4:2-3).
Due to this very strong personal touch and connection, the epistle to the
Philippians probably out-ranks the other Pauline letters in terms of Paul’s use of
modeling as a major means of influence towards discipleship, invoking deliberate
example, and its plain teaching (3:15-17; 4:8-9). Modeling is, in essence, a “technique
whereby a leader is transparent with his followers concerning life and ministry with a
view toward influencing them to imitate him/her” (Clinton, Bible and Leadership Values
265). Paul was a man who understood leadership accountability, which further spurred
him to end well. He exhorts the Philippian church to be a testimony that will stand out
among unbelievers around them (2:14-18). As a basis of his appeal, he reminded them
that as their pastoral leader he would have to give an account of them on the day of
Christ, and that he wanted to do so with joy.
Paul’s Christ-Centered Theology of Weakness
Paul understood that since the Fall, relationships and work were now marked by
pain and misunderstanding. In fact, the whole fabric of life had come under divine
judgment as the curse of “thorns and thistles” (Gen. 3:18) brings pain, difficulty, and
frustration from that point on (Scazzero and Bird 112). Dysfunctional relationships will
take place. Instead of harmony and intimacy, manipulation, conflicts, power struggles,
defensiveness, put-downs, outbursts, withdrawals, and the withholding of relationship
will rule. Alienation and loneliness will reign. Instead of being broken by the thorns and
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thistles of life so that they go on their knees seeking and receiving the Savior and his
help, many choose to flee into addictive behavior to avoid certain unpleasant
relationships. Others become angry, bitter, or violent as a way of reacting to the
disappointments of life, so they fight. Others choose to hide, building and living their
lives in such a way as to cover up how disappointed, damaged, hurt, fractured, frail,
wounded and limited they actually are.
Paul showed his understanding of the true nature of things in a world living under
the “thorns and thistles” judgment of God, especially in the spheres of relationships and
work. He emphatically pointed to the example of Christ in the kenotic passage of
Philippians 2:1-11. Believers are to follow the way of the “power of the powerless” to
overthrow the control of pride and hubris stemming from self-rule. He knew that the
thorns and thistles were meant to break humankind so that they would turn to God, not to
harden and alienate them further from God and from one another. The way of Christ was
marked not by grasping equality with God, but by the emptying of self (2:6-7), humbling
himself to take on the form of a slave (2:7), and to obey the Father even to the point of
death of the worse kind—on a cross (2:8). That is the true pathway of living an “exalted”
life—a life that is full and significant, that brings glory to God, and magnifies his name.
In this present “thorn and thistle” world the way up is down, and true impact is by the
“power of the powerless.”
In 2 Corinthians chapter 12, Paul argues for the authenticity of his apostolic
authority and leadership by appealing, not to his great spiritual experiences of visions and
revelations from God, not to his missionary successes and giftings, but astonishingly, to
his weakness. He unabashedly shares about the debilitating effect of “a thorn in the flesh”
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(what exactly this is, is not known) from which he wanted freedom. His declaration
appears in 2 Corinthians 12:8-10:
Three times I appealed to the Lord about this, that it would leave me, but
he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made
perfect in weakness. So I will boast the more gladly of my weaknesses, so
that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore I am content with
weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions and calamities for the sake of
Christ; for whenever I am weak, then I am strong.”
Not surprisingly, Paul went on to confidently declare:
[F]or I have learned to be content with whatever I have. I know what it is
to have little and what it is to have plenty. In any and all circumstances I
have learned the secret of being well-fed and of going hungry, of having
plenty and of being in need. I can do all things through Christ who
strengthens me. (Phil. 4:11-13)
Paul taught earlier that God will use everyone, not only in spite of their weaknesses but
actually because of them. “God has chosen the weak things of the world to shame the
things which are strong” (1 Cor. 1:27). Therefore, all of life’s stages, whether young or
old, with all its perceived handicaps, vicissitudes, and acknowledged seasons of
limitations can open up new horizons of joyous possibility. This teaching culminated in 2
Corinthians 12:10 in which Paul’s conscious weakness provided the opening for God to
display the perfection of his power so that Paul glorified God and found deep joy as he
exclaimed, “When I am weak, then I am strong.” James S. Stewart phrases this truth in a
most powerful manner:
This is the answer—that always it is upon human weakness and
humiliation, not human strength and confidence, that God chooses to build
His Kingdom; and that He can use us, not merely in spite of our
ordinariness and helplessness and disqualifying infirmities, but precisely
because of them . . . nothing can defeat a Church or a soul that takes, not
its strength, but its weakness and offers that to be God’s weapon. It was
the way of William Carey and Francis Xavier and Paul the apostle
[original emphasis]. “Lord, here is my human weakness: I dedicate it to
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Thee for Thy glory!” This is the strategy to which there is no retort. This is
the victory which overcomes the world. (23-24)
So for Paul, this great weakness was the means to experience authentic living, and true
authority and ministry in Christ. He maintains that it was at this point that the real power,
presence, and glory of Jesus were flowing through him, so much so that he would not
only be content in such lowly circumstances, but boast in it. Without doubt Paul’s
contentment is directly connected to his theology and understanding of weakness. The
result of knowing the why will outlast any how in not only achieving longevity in
ministry but also crowning it with success and distinction. His life and ministry was more
than bearing the grind, but one that was full and filled with joy and satisfaction.
Contentment will produce joy, and the joy of the Lord is one’s strength (Neh. 8:10).
This theology of weakness further empowered Paul to a life that exercised the
spiritual discipline of simplicity and contentment as well as the discipline of sacrifice. He
was able to go the second mile for the flock, choosing to be weak, to forgo his needs
(e.g., time, energy, money) for the sake of others. His life exemplified this discipline
which focused on giving beyond one’s means (Clinton, Mentor Handbook C-11).
Sacrifice is abstaining from the enjoyment of what may be necessary for one’s living,
forsaking the security of meeting one’s own needs for the sake of others. Paul said, “But
even if I am being poured out as a libation over the sacrifice and the offering of your
faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you” (Phil. 2:17). Paul was committed and
empowered to live a life of simplicity, contentment, and sacrifice because when he is
weak, then he is strong in Christ.
At a more personal level, the application of the paradoxical theology of weakness
meant that Paul exhibited the fruits of a broken spirit (Ps. 51:17) and vulnerability. He
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could be transparent and weak, disclosing himself to appropriate others. Those who
misread this theology of weakness seriously challenged Paul’s authority and position on
more than one occasion because they were into the world’s “power of the powerful”
paradigm. He was humbly aware of the weak, limited parts of who he was and was able
to admit these freely (e.g., 2:27 about his inability to bear Epaphroditus’death; also 1
Corinthians 2:3 as he went in weakness and with much trembling to Corinth). He was
approachable although he could assert himself respectfully and kindly. He was aware of
his own brokenness; he had compassion joining with people in their pain (e.g., Phil. 2:28)
and conflict (Phil. 4:2 of Euodia and Syntyche; Philemon 10-14 where he appealed for
the runaway slave Onesimus to be kindly accepted back). He could let things go and gave
people the opportunity to differ, such as in Philippians 2:15 when he said, “Let those of
us who are mature be of the same mind; and if you think differently about anything, this
too God will reveal to you,” or the opportunity to earn his trust (e.g., John Mark who was
restored to fellowship as alluded to in 2 Tim. 4:11). He did not deny, avoid, or withdraw
from painful realities. He was able to confront others with the truth even when it hurt. His
contentment meant he had overcome the grasping and grabbing power of greed that
severs the cord of compassion so that he saw people as priceless gifts made in the image
of God to be loved and enjoyed (Foster, Freedom of Simplicity 88).
Summary of Pauline Factors
Jesus clearly made the point that the ministry is always personal when he restored
Peter to the pastoral ministry in John 21:15-17, beginning with his touching question,
“Do you love me?” One cannot get more intimately personal than asking such a question.
As Peter began a one-to-one personal relationship with the Lord himself, so servants of
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God must cultivate this same one-to-one personal relationship in the pastoral ministry
with others.
Lasting pastoral ministry with a golden ending rests on these important truths that
Paul exemplified as a pastor in relationship with the church in Philippi: living the union,
or exchanged life, with Christ; possessing a growing sense of divine purpose and destiny;
treading a lifelong learning posture of resolute obedience; leading a missional life that
both in proclamation and presence, draws men and women to Christ; recognizing the
imperative of emotional and psychological wellness found in personal and communal
relationships; and, being empowered and liberated by a theology of weakness that
transforms sufferings and powerless situations into contentment and the occasion for
Christ to manifest his strength.
Paul put into faithful and fruitful practice these principles, resulting in a steadfast
ministry that ended with distinction as described by Henri J. M. Nouwen’s relevant
comment, “A Christian minister will never be able to be a minister if it is not his most
personal faith and insight into life that forms the core of his pastoral work” (Creative
Ministry xxiii). This personal faith and insight are easily overlooked and neglected in the
hustle and hassles of daily demands, especially in this shrinking and activity saturated
world that accounts for a high casualty rate among the pastoral fraternity. However, an
uncompromisingly critical connection is formed between a pastor’s spirituality and
vocation. It does not therefore surprise us to see Paul exemplifying the four
characteristics of finishing well in faith and vocation (Clinton, Mentor Handbook 17-3).
•

He is still enjoying an intimate, vibrant, “full of faith” close fellowship

with God;
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•

He demonstrates the fruit of the Spirit in an appreciable and noticeably

changed life in conforming to the image of Christ;
•

He is still learning, open to “straining ahead” with God-given curiosity;

•

He can look back and see a legacy left behind and a destiny fulfilled—a

sense of ultimate contribution to lives that count for eternity—that life is indeed worth
living.
The centerpiece of Paul’s foundation of pastoral ministry has been examined. He
was rooted in the Living Word Jesus Christ, the Lord of the Church in a living and
personal growing faith relationship. Jesus is a living presence with his people each day.
Intimacy with Christ, whom we serve, is absolutely necessary for ministry, like oxygen is
necessary for physical life.
Oswald Chambers’ words provide a fitting concluding note:
The mainspring of Paul’s service is not the love for men but love for Jesus
Christ. If we are devoted to the cause of humanity, we shall soon be
crushed and broken-hearted, for we shall often meet with more ingratitude
from men than we would from a dog; but if our motive is to love God, no
ingratitude will be able to hinder us from serving our fellowmen. (23 Feb)
Paul’s life and ministry have demonstrated proven principal pastoral ministry principles
that are relevant and necessary for sustainable and faithful pastoral vocation that will
conclude well. The next section is the complementing of these principles from
contemporary studies.
Contemporary Keys for Self-Care
Exploration of how these Pauline factors speak to the modern day pastor’s life in
finishing the race faithfully and well is most pertinent. Other germane contemporary
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contextual factors assaulting the pastoral vocation and deterring pastors from finishing
well will also be discussed.
The Importance of Self-Care
The core components that make up the work of pastoring are prayer, pastoral
visitation, counseling, teaching, and discipling—all of which seem never ending and
never fully met. For pastors, this struggle is exacerbated by the inward tendency to
possess a “martyr complex” born of an attitude of sacrifice. The perceived need is to
answer everyone’s problem, to always be on call, and to be available 24/7. This vocation
is one in which the stakeholders over the pastor’s life are many for the shepherd is
responsible for every sheep in his fold.
The issue of self-care is regarded with suspicion as it is perceived as tainted with
self-centeredness or selfism. Many well-meaning conservative Christians have confused
the need for self-awareness with unhealthy selfism. Due to the Fall, the self needs
repairing and healing. Archibald D. Hart asserts:
The better we understand the self, the more effective we can be in helping
people turn to God’s remedy for the damaged self…. The better we
understand the self and how it can be damaged, the more effective we are
as a herald of the gospel. (Me, Myself and I 72)
This issue of personhood is a most fundamental matter to one’s emotional and
psychological well being, connected to self-esteem or self-hate, self-actualization or selfsacrifice. The words of Jesus, in Matthew 16:24, to “deny yourself” are also taken to
mean “deny that you have a self”. The “self” here means priorities. One must obediently
rearrange them to fit God’s priorities. In this regard then, self-denial is imperative, and a
fundamental law of becoming Christ-like. When believers and servants of God are
encouraged to “die to self”, the matter then is not of putting personhood to death, but to
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be wholly committed to surrendering one’s will to Christ so that they are fully alive in
Christ. The call to sacrifice oneself, to surrender one’s right, must serve a purpose, God’s
purpose (Hart, Me, Myself and I 65). Believers, including pastors, must place this
teaching in the right context—not merely the unreflected and unremitting giving away of
belongings, time, and other resources, or giving in to the will of others. When rightly
practiced, this understanding will in fact counter selfism, promote a spirit of love and
help protect us from selfishness.
Healthy self-discovery should not be mistaken for carnal self-centeredness.
Archibald D. Hart captures the important of this issue with the following words:
When this self-discovery is guided by God’s Spirit so that it is a total
discovery—with full exposure of our real selves—it always brings healing
and puts us in closer touch with our hunger for God. It helps us to become
a whole being, with healthy bodies, wholesome minds, God-centered
spirits, and emotions that heal rather than destroy. (Me, Myself and I 101)
Healthy and balanced progressive self-awareness aids in rendering the world more
manageable.
In addition, the dualistic view of life and reality to which the Enlightenment
influenced subsequent eras meant that things of the spirit are to be prioritized and the
things that smack of self and the flesh have to be avoided (Hwa 49-54). The Malaysian
church has been influenced by this dualism as well. An example of this theology is seen
in Watchman Nee who holds to a tripartite view of human personhood based essentially
on a dualistic assumption. For him, the outward man of the flesh must first be broken so
that the inward spiritual man can emerge allowing the believer to be fruitful in his works
(11). This view has resulted in the penetrative subtle message that aspects of being
human apart from the spiritual are bad. Against this trend, Peter Scazzero has highlighted
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the fact that there must be a recovery of the aspects of the complete person or humanity
(Scazzero and Bird 51). The physical (rest and recreation for the body), the social (time
for healthy friendship, significant others and community—partying on earth not only
when in heaven), the intellectual (reflection, developing the mind, without fear of
becoming prideful, with no heart for God), and the emotional (to be unafraid to get in
touch with one’s feelings, and yet not be lost in subjectivity) aspects, are all equally
critical components of being human. Scazzero and Bird call for the inseparability of
emotional health and spiritual health (50). The disjunction of the two with an exaltation
of the spiritual can lead to “schizophrenic” consequences so that a pastor can have a
dynamic “public” life as a popular, gifted speaker for God but be an unloving spouse and
parent in the “private” and domestic realm. Similarly, one can function most competently
as a church board member or as pastor and yet be defensive, unteachable, insecure, and
reactive towards authority figures. Unsurprisingly, Scazzero and Bird emphatically
makes the point that “it is not possible for a Christian to be spiritually mature while
remaining emotionally immature” (50).
Another allied factor that works against self-care for pastors is the glorification of
the “it is better to burn out than to rust out” mentality and the success-oriented ministry.
James Berkeley makes the following counter-statement:
I admire the bravado. It sounds dedicated, bold and stirring…. Is there not
a third alternative to either burning out or rusting out? In Acts 20:24, Paul
stated, ‘I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the
race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me’. Herein lies the
model…I want neither to burn out nor rust out. I want to finish out the
race. (qtd. in Robbins 154)
Ministers are helped when this “third alternative” is pursued intentionally without feeling
guilty.
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Os Guinness and John Seel point out that modernity has spawned a technological
mind-set that exalts numbers and techniques, the two most obvious marks of the modern
era (165). The proliferation and dependence on techniques and their promising outcomes
mean that pastors are driven to “perform and deliver,” trying extremely hard to adopt
techniques that bring success in terms of size and numbers. This one dimensional
definition of success by numbers has the following response from Francis Schaeffer:
“[N]owhere more than in America are Christians caught in the 20th century syndrome of
size. Size will show success,… but all such emphasis is of the flesh” (196). This
measurement by numerical exploits is not exclusively an American monopoly. In a
developing nation such as Malaysia, especially in the Klang Valley area, which is the
economic hub of the nation, pastors are likewise driven and become addicted to the
adrenalin rush, with little or no room for relaxation and leisure (Hart, Adrenalin and
Stress 1). The trait of hard work, producing success and prosperity, is a work-ethic
formula that is highly prized by the Chinese community. The unquestioning acceptance
of a lifestyle steeped in pragmatism that idolizes performance and results has a
debilitating effect on the spirituality of church leaders. Activism is made a benchmark of
spirituality so that the Chinese in general are characterized as Paul Claspers notes, by an
“action first, then reflection” lifestyle value (qtd. in Hinton 34). Activism and results give
rise to the assumption that all is right, with work as the ultimate calibration of one’s
worth. This mentality of course leads to the unhealthy breeding of workaholism and the
undervaluing of those spiritual disciplines that are necessary to the deepening of the
interior life through appropriate “downing of tools,” slowing down and engaging in
solitude and reflection. Solitude, silence, reflection, and meditation are nonutilitarian but
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essential to a healthy, balanced emotional and spiritual life. However, they are seen as
unprofitable by a spirituality that lives by the dictum “to act is more important than to
be.” The fifth century Greek philosopher, Socrates, points out that “the unexamined life is
not worth living” (Oxford Dictionary 512). Others will go even further to say that the
unexamined life is impossible to live successfully—especially in the demanding pastoral
vocation.
The element of intentional self-care on the part of those in the pastoral ministry is
not an option, nor a matter of selfish indulgence, but a necessity for the maintenance of
an effective pastoral vocation that finishes faithfully.
Key Strategies for Self-Care
The gospel is taught, and existentially lived out, in a fallen and broken world in
which many feel emotionally overwhelmed because they are not able to keep up with the
demands and stresses of living. Feeling trapped, anxious, depressed, helpless, confused
and fearful is a result. Richard A. Swenson observes that many are experiencing
“restless” or “fractured relationships,” where unresolved conflicts, misunderstandings,
bitterness, strife, and an offended spirit cause great relational distress, unrest, and pain
(232). The prevalence of an unforgiving spirit makes this relational unrest even more
emotionally painful (Tan 28). Siang-Yang Tan goes on to make the point that many go
through the motions of displaying and claiming trust in God, but do not reap the rewards
or blessings, proliferating new techniques and methods in the elusive quest of finding
rest, peace, and deep spiritual serenity. The consequential physical manifestations of
heart disease, and stress related illnesses such as panic attacks, insomnia, migraine
headaches, addictions, nagging exhaustion, and hypertension are not surprising, therefore.
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Keeping the Sabbath Rest
Essential to the proper management of living is keeping the Sabbath rest. As
alluded to earlier, the culture of today idolizes delivery and results, so that productivity
and work dominate daily living, leaving no room for other critical needs such as rest,
play, and recreation. In Kuala Lumpur, a common working day routine is to leave the
house in darkness (at predawn) to return home also in the dark (of night), so that holed up
in the enclosed air-conditioned office, one literally does not see daylight. Even when at
play, the tendency is to play as hard as one works (“to work at playing”), resulting in no
rest, but increased fatigue. The research of Mark Chua has found the following data in the
Malaysian context:
[O]ne-third of all pastors in Malaysia fail to take one full day off every
week. In fact, they hardly have a day off in a month. Nearly two-thirds of
all pastors who have served ten years or more do not have sabbaticals at
all, and for the majority of those who have, their sabbaticals range from a
couple of weeks to three months. (37)
This picture is indeed revealing of the sad state of reality where “restlessness” is a
concern among the pastoral workforce in Malaysia.
The balanced rhythm of work and rest is imperative. John Murray observes that
the Sabbath is an important institution together with the other three: labor, marriage, and
fruitfulness (20). Just like the other pair, the Sabbath-labor rhythm should not be
separated. The fourth commandment shows that God has not only ordained work, but
also rest at the very onset in the creation order. This directive reflects the divine
recognition that the finite human body and mind need refreshment and renewal if
meaningful creative activity is to have a sustained effectiveness over the long term. The
Sabbath institution was given to humankind for the good of humankind.
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Clinton states, “Ministry essentially flows out of beingness” (Leadership
Emergence Theory 23). This priority of “being” over “doing” is further emphasized by
Jurgen Moltmann:
Existence precedes activity. So activity ends in simply being present. The
reposeful existence which has found enduring being in the presence of
God excels efficaciousness. The celebration of the Sabbath leads to an
intensified capacity for perceiving the loveliness of everything—food,
clothing, the body and the soul—because existence itself is glorious. (286)
God’s clear and caring intention is to establish the paradigm of rest through this longest
commandment in the Decalogue. Physically rested ministers are able to remember God,
reflect upon his graciousness, goodness and purposes, and be spiritually and emotionally
reenergized to serve others through their work. In anthropological terms God explains the
reason for his own rest after creation in Exodus 31:17: “[I]n six days the LORD made
heaven and earth, and on the seventh day he rested, and was refreshed.” The word for
“refresh” here (which is different from the word in Genesis 2:2, which means to “cease or
stop”) can also be translated as “breathe freely” (Andreasen 74). Keeping the Sabbath
rest, therefore, has the clear function of rejuvenating a person, bringing freshness, new
energy, and health to the private world of the inner life—especially the demanding life of
the pastoral ministry. This rejuvenating rest is essential to the minister as he is especially
susceptible to the unseen, but demanding, non-physical work of preparing, listening,
counseling, speaking, leading, and experiencing output in relational pastoral settings
(including criticisms and comparisons) that can be emotionally and spiritually draining.
Keeping the Sabbath rest is to celebrate God, find joy in his presence, and to enjoy his
creation consciously. Marva J. Dawn captures this lucidly when she says, “In our culture
which attaches such a grand importance to work and productivity, our weekly ceasing
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reminds us that the value of work lies not in itself nor in the worth it gives us, but in the
worship of God, that takes place in it” (Keeping the Sabbath 15). By keeping the Sabbath
rest, pastors demonstrate faith in trusting God to accomplish their work in six days and
are content with what has been attained (Brain 161).
The Sabbath rest is a necessary foundation that spiritual, psychological, and
physical rest stands on. The emotional rejuvenation of experiencing peace, quiet,
tranquility, contentment, and serenity is encountered when the body begins to rest. In
addition, adherents will experience a “harvest” of the fruits of refreshment, instead of
anxiety, fear, panic, tension, discontent, depression, exhaustion and fatigue.Tan fittingly
points to the the essential composite of emotion, mind and spirit:
Intellectual rest or mental rest is part of emotional rest. If our minds are at
rest, our emotions can relax. Emotional rest also comes from spiritual
rest.… [U]ltimately, all the dimensions of rest are interconnected and
integrated within our human spirits.(29).
Living by such a holistic and integrated view of rest is necessary to keeping fresh and
energized for lasting the full-term of one’s ministry.
When pastors enter into authentic and habitual Sabbath rest, they too can
experience spiritual rest in the deepest part of their beings. Like what Paul experienced
and wrote about, in the epistle to the Philippians, there will be rest from guilt, self-doubt,
confusion, dryness, despair, and lack of purpose or sense of destiny. Instead, Paul
experienced deep within his being the peace of God that transcends all understanding
(Phil. 4:7), an ever-grateful heart that prays with thanksgiving (Phil. 4:6) and an
abandonment that casts all cares or anxiety upon him because he knew that God cared for
him. This deep spiritual “rest of God” described in Hebrews 4:11 is aptly described by
Louis H. Evans, Jr.:
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Serenity and laughter are the marks of being in the place of rest. The rest
of God is not cessation from activity, but a peace within the toil…. Part of
what rest means [is] to be at this place, at this time, doing the thing he has
planned for me to do, confident in his strength and resources, in the design
of the system. (52)
Knowing this rest strengthens one to finish the race of ministry faithfully.
Valuing the Family as Foundational to Ministry
The foundational nature of diligently attending to the family for those in pastoral
ministry is pertinently expressed by Peter Brain:
Marriage and family life are the microcosms out of which ministry can
grow. Both are vital for the married pastor. To neglect this foundation
would make building a ministry well nigh impossible. On the other hand,
support from spouse and family provides a marvelous basis for ministry to
blossom. (100).
An attested fact is that “ministers who do not give attention to their marriage come to
regret it” (Merrill 55).
Time invested in marriage and family builds up emotional resources out of which
rich sustaining dividends will accrue to support life and ministry vocation. Conversely,
the fallout is catastrophic when time and attention are not thoughtfully invested in
marriage and family. The common double tension points are time commitment,
preoccupation, and tiredness (Brain 101). Constant absence from the home, or from the
lives of family members, or the “present in body but absent in spirit” syndrome, can be
crippling to one’s ministry. The emotional absence of the latter can result in anger and
frustration that find a scapegoat in spouse and children.
A more theologically wholesome model is one that states the centrality and
sovereignty of God in all of life, ruling in all that one does, rather than the “hierarchical”
model of enumerating the pecking order of different “parties” involved. Abraham
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Kuyper’s words sum up this position: “[T]here is not one inch in the entire area of human
life about which Christ, who is Sovereign of all, does not cry out ‘mine!’” (qtd. in Stott
95). One’s entire life will then be one of witness and ministry, whether in the market
place, the family, church, community, or in leisure.
Such an integrated and holistic principle will check workaholism and relegation
of the family as second to God’s work in ministry, deserving only leftover time. Marriage
and family are equally God’s work. In fact, in terms of salvation history, the family came
before the redemptive community, creation preceded regeneration (Brain 102).
Redemptive responsibility does not override biological responsibility. The pastor is first a
human being, then a Christian who is called to represent God in the caring and nurturing
of his children. He fails in his duty if this responsibility is assigned to another.
This holistic mind-set also checks against the emotional fallout of blaming and
taking out frustrations arising from one’s pastoral work on loved ones. The latter can lead
to sublimation whereby the pastor’s spouse, upon being deprived of intimacy and real
affection, finds consolation in investing more time in the children (Brain 106). It may
also lead as Hart indicates, to idealization and transference whereby the longed for
“missing” qualities are sought in others, which may lead to extramarital affairs (qtd. in
Muck 85). Both spouses must work hard at their marriage to prevent sublimation. The
biblical principle affirms that the spousal relationship precedes that of parent-child
relationship (Gen. 2:24), and that the best gift that parents can give to their children is a
growing, united relationship of mutual service. This process of growing an intimate,
emotionally and spiritually empowering marriage takes time, desire, strong conviction,
and thoughtful initiatives. Intentionally cultivating a secure, harmonious, happy marriage
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and home is perhaps one of the most fruitful self-care strategies of a married pastor
towards longevity and faithful ending in ministry. Vigilance on this matter will also fulfill
the divine desire for the spawning of a continuing generation of godly offspring. Divorce
is disdained by God because of the disruptive impact it has on the children he is preparing
as his godly seed (Mal. 2:15-16). Pastoral leaders who invest in their families stand to
gain added strength as they enjoy the rewards that come from the love and respect of
spouse, children, grandchildren, and siblings. In all probability, they would have set in
motion a legacy of several generations who know how to lead their own families as well
as others (Blackaby and Blackaby 282). Pastors who practice this principle are likely to
enjoy success in a most important and personal arena of leadership—the home, leaving
behind a “godly seed,” which carries out God’s purposes generations afterward (Deut.
6:4-9; Mal. 2:11-15). Hence pastoral leaders must seriously heed and work out the call of
Paul to the elders of the church that they must manage their own household well (1 Tim.
3:4).
By adhering to the centrality of Christ over all of life, and acknowledging that one
is primarily a servant of God, the minister will not neglect the family, or the church, in
favor of the other. On the contrary, to finish faithfully the pastor will want each to benefit
from the support and ministry of the other as the divine call to marriage and to ministry
are equally valid.
The Foundational Need of Friends
The danger of loneliness in the pastoral ministry, in which the pastor is often
idolized and put on a pedestal creating detachment and relational distance, is ever
present. The friendlessness of the ministry results in emotional deficit and spiritual
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dryness in the ministry. The need for friendships is described succinctly by Paddy
Ducklow:
The friendlessness of the ministry is a most common complaint of clergy
couples and it relates to where you kick off your psychological and
spiritual shoes. It relates to who you can talk to, confess to,… unload
upon, even when it is your spouse. Friendlessness is an important
predictor of things going wrong in the relationship of family and church.
(34)
David Hansen warns of the danger of ministers allowing themselves to minister as God
and not under God (133). Hansen develops his paradigm of the pastor not as a symbol of
God, but as being a parable of Jesus (118):
Pastors as parables of Jesus bring people to Christ, and then as quickly as
possible become unimportant, unnecessary, and superfluous to the
important thing: the parishioner’s relationship with Jesus…. It is tempting
to extend our effects on people long enough to get adulation and to create
the appearance that we are necessary to people. (132-33)
The need to come down and be close to people so that both the leader and the people can
experience a relationship of mutually enriching emotional and spiritual impact is summed
up by leaders such as Dale E. Galloway with these words: “We can impress people at a
distance, but we can only impact them up close” (On-Purpose Leadership 47). This view
is complemented by H. B. London and Neil B. Wiseman:
[Pastors] keep themselves emotionally isolated because they fear being
upstaged. They are troubled that someone might see this weakness if they
get too close. Therefore they keep their distance from others because the
facts are not as good as they think. None of these sounds like the relational
pattern of Jesus. (50)
The pastor’s emotional needs will be met by a wide range of friendships. The freedom to
nurture a wide range of friendships intentionally both within the parish and the wider
Christian community will meet the need for intimacy and companionship that a pastor
faces. Marva Dawn makes this point concerning close companionship cogently:
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The greatest need of the lonely is not for genital sex but for the security of
knowing they are cared for. They need the gentleness of an assuring touch
and the warmth of someone’s affirming action. Those tired of struggling
alone, of having to be solely responsible, and for carrying all their
problems by themselves are helped if they can crawl into a good strong
hug. (Truly the Community 166)
The pastoral leader needs the friendship and fellowship of true spiritual community,
possess a willingness to ask for help, to be vulnerable and broken, and to be humble to
receive help. Nouwen shares his penetrative observation with these words:
I feel a strong desire to live life on my own.… My society praises the selfmade people who are in control of their own destinies … and build their
own kingdoms. It is very hard for me to truly believe that spiritual
maturity is a willingness to let others guide me.… And still, every time I
am willing to break out of my false needs for self-sufficiency and dare to
ask for help, a new community emerges―a fellowship of the
weak―strong in the trust that together we can be a people of hope in a
broken world. (Walk with Jesus 35)
Nouwen’s continuing words have special application and meaning for those who are in
pastoral ministry when he points out, “To receive help, support, guidance, affections, and
care may well be a greater call than that of giving all these things because in receiving I
reveal the gift to the givers and a new life together can begin” (35). This often unsighted
truth is another reason why Pastors need to learn to be humble and be a recipient.
Wholesome communal relationship, with friendship at the core, has always been
known to be important to the spiritual and emotional health of any person who is made in
the image of the living triune God. The importance of friendship and community was not
missed from the earliest of times. Aristotle distinguishes among three kinds of friendship
in his Nichomachean Ethics: that which is utilitarian (for profit and useful to one
another), that which is based on pleasure (enjoying one another in fellowship), and that
which is based on virtue (partnership in sharing a common commitment to the good)

Ong 54
(Rader 27). He goes on to make the point that friendship par excellence is based on
virtue, for in such case the friends seek each other for what they are, rather than what
they can give. He also makes the point that such a true friend is an extension of oneself,
so that in loving such a friend, one also inevitably loves the highest part of oneself.
Aristotle characterizes friendship as a close personal bond thriving only where
togetherness and community in living exist.
St. Augustine is essentially Platonist in his understanding that the love of
friendship is a sign and call intended to draw friends toward love of God. The friend is to
be loved in God and to be treated as God’s gift. He states in a prayer the following
observation that there can be “no true friendship unless those who cling to each other are
welded together by You in that love which is spread throughout our hearts by the Holy
Spirit, which is given us” (qtd. in Meilaender 18).
Perhaps the best known of the Christian fathers who wrote on spiritual friendship
was Aelred of Rievaulx who lived in twelfth century Scotland. He was influenced by the
Roman philosopher Cicero who believed that men of virtue befriend each other because
of the qualities within themselves. Cicero taught that friends master their own passions
and preserve virtue in one another. Of the world’s riches and goods, only friendship is
enduring as it is based on virtue (McGuire xxxiv). Aelred adds a deeply Christian
understanding to the role of love and friendship, both of which are founded on the love of
God. He sees the continuity and connection between a person’s love for their friend and
the love of God that it even led him to paraphrase 1 John 4:16 as “God is friendship”
instead of God is love (1 John 4:8). He correctly points out that true spirituality is
inherently relational in nature and an essential pathway to God (Banks and Stevens 436).
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Friendship with Jesus is at the heart of the spiritual life and this relational element is
mirrored and foreshadowed in our human friendships. This matter is reflective of what
Jesus said sums up true spirituality: to love God with all of one’s heart, soul, mind, and
strength and to love one’s neighbor as oneself (Mark 12:30-31). While not all agree with
Aelred, the majority would accept his view that friendship at its highest is a reflection of
the love of God, with God himself as its source. God’s love is infinitely greater than ours,
but because we are made after his image and by his grace, each person can reflect it in
varying degrees within his or her friendships.
The friendship and fellowship of true spiritual community will also enhance
longevity and faithfulness in ministry as it brings healing to the inner wounds of pastors
in ministry. Without exception, every person suffers from a self that is damaged by sin,
and then by a sinful environment, including during the formative years of fragile
childhood (Hart, Me, Myself and I 91). In his important book, Connecting, Larry Crabb
asserts that defining soul wounds as psychological problems requiring trained mental
health therapists and specialized personnel to treat is erroneous. He emphatically states
that the real problem is not damaged psyches, but disconnected souls that desperately
need connection in the context of a healing community:
Connecting begins when we enter the battle of someone’s soul. It
continues as we prayerfully envision what Christ would look like in that
person’s life. It climaxes when the life of Christ within us is released,
when something wonderful and alive and good pours out of us to touch the
heart of another. (170)
Deep spiritual friendships in the community of faith have great transformative and
therapeutic power that is released by connecting with the hearts and souls of other people
and allowing God’s grace to flow freely and graciously through believers to them and
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viceversa. A power that can lead to further and deeper change, a power that can aid
another person join more intimately to Christ’s heart resides in the believer with the
indwelling of the Holy Spirit. This power can heal the soul wounds of pastors, whether
the wounds are old or new. The primary issue is not so much to solve people’s problems
but to know God well and experience Christ more abundantly and fully in all of life’s
struggles and mysteries (Crabb 171). This positive experience is achieved by meaningful
connection with others. But a most ironic and tragic thing is that some pastors, who are
most exposed to inner wounds, have even been actively taught that they should not have
friends in the parish that they serve. James M. Kouzes and Barry Z. Posner observe, “A
managerial myth says we can’t get too close to our associates. We can’t be friends with
people at work. Well, set this myth aside” (84). The pastor will have associates and many
people he works with in the parish, even though the vast majority of these will be
“volunteer staff.” Both the leader and the followers need friendship. Pastoral leadership
needs strong friendship to strengthen it so that the responsibility does not become
overwhelming. The ability and opportunity to bare one’s soul—to relax and share
feelings with caring friends is critical to the pastor’s mental and emotional health.
Friendship fosters an effective relief of stress from which pastoral leaders, like everyone
else, are not exempt. In fact, in the light of the load they carry, their need for friends is
even greater (Blackaby and Blackaby 282).
The pastor would be helped to drink from this emotional and spiritual well of
friendship if it were openly recognized that pastors need friends, that the pastor cannot be
a(n) (intimate) friend to everyone, and that those who form friendships with the pastor are
ministering on behalf of the congregation to the pastor (Brain 147). All will gain from a
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maximally refreshed pastor whose loneliness is minimized. In general, the whole spiritual
community should know and accept different levels of friendship that each one can
connect and fit into at one level or another. The congregation that fails to build
friendships will suffer from superficial, formal, and arms-length relationships. Its shallow
emotional depth is bound to affect its spiritual life.
The pastor needs, in particular, six types of friends, or friendships that will
empower ministry to a successful end (MacDonald 315-35). The pastor needs the pastorfriend who is the gentle and tender person that comes alongside during times of
exhaustion and when life is a struggle. The partner-friend, or dependable fellow soldier
and yokefellow, who sensitively and willingly shares the load is also needed. The
sponsor-friend is one that resourcefully opens doors of opportunities and possibilities,
who can be depended on when courage, guidance, or assurance (especially in the early
years of ministry and during midlife crisis) is needed for treading the right path. The
affirmer-friend expresses genuine appreciation, moving alongside to inspire the
fulfillment of call, role and destiny; helping to extinguish the flames of barbed comments
and unduly critical speech, being a tonic to the drained, forlorn, and dejected pastor.
There is also the rebuker-friend who is given permission to speak the truth in love; this
friend may appear to be the most threatening—but nonetheless the most needed. Such a
friend would have first demonstrated himself or herself to be one who cares deeply for
the pastor. The pastor needs an intercessor-friend, forming a prayer shield around him.
Christians are engaged in warfare, none more so than the pastor who is a strategic target
for the enemy; therefore, interposing prayer is indispensable. Pastors need to be upheld
before the throne of grace each day so that their personal life remains usable in God’s
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hand, and that they remain faithful in prayer, preparation, relationships, counseling,
preaching, teaching and evangelism. Dietrich Bonhoeffer makes a strong case for this in
the following statement:
Everyone who cares for the soul needs a person who will care for his or
her soul. Only one who has been under spiritual care is able to exercise
spiritual care. We need someone to intercede for us daily. Those who live
without spiritual care move easily toward magic and domination over
others. One finds oneself thus unable to be faithful anymore. (66)
He is a firm believer that a Christian community lives and exists by the mutual
intercession of those who form the fellowship, or it collapses.
Friendship has an imperative and invigorating place in the entire life of ministry.
Some would even say that friendship is ministry. Learning to make friends with members
of the parish is deemed essential to the wholesome growth and development of a person,
as a Christian, and in one’s work as a pastor. The pastor who remembers that friendships
do not come haphazardly but intentionally will do well (Blackaby and Blackaby 283).
The Sustaining Power of Prayer
In the successful life and ministry of Jesus, which was one of faithfulness to the
very end and of completed task (although the work of the Kingdom continues after him),
prayer as the non-negotiable element is clearly demonstrated. The priority of prayer is
repeatedly seen in Jesus’ life. When large ministry was awaiting him, he had the natural
inclination to be at prayer very early in the morning (Fernando 227). It “was his custom”
(Luke 29:39) to go to the Mount of Olives to pray. He prayed at the time of
transfiguration, he spent the whole night in prayer on the mountains, especially when key
decisions, such as selecting the twelve were to be made (Luke 6:12). He was in prayer
when the Holy Spirit came upon him (Luke 3:21); he spent forty days in fasting and
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prayer before setting out in his public ministry; the crucial Lord’s Prayer was in the
context of his praying that made the apostles ask him to teach them to pray (Luke 11:1).
At the Garden of Gethsemane just before his death, he took his disciples to engage in
prayer with him (Mark 14:32). As the biblical scholar James D. G. Dunn says, “Jesus was
a man of prayer whose natural response particularly to situations of crisis and decision
was to seek God alone in prayer” (618). This attitude is also found in the godly kings in
the Old Testament, especially in the southern kingdom of Judah, who intentionally
inquired after God before taking action in significant situations.
Jesus went beyond the Jewish formal times of prayer so when the Synoptic
evangelists make mention of his prayer, it must be for special reasons (Marshall 116).
The practice of prayer is a key component of the ministerial lifestyle of Jesus. In the
words of Robert Murray McCheyne, “What a man is on his knees before God, that he
is—and nothing more” (qtd. in Wirt and Beckstrom 177). As the Christian ministry
vocation is ministry in the Holy Spirit, so those called to this ministry must stay in the
presence of the Holy Spirit. Without this “lingering in his presence” that is prayer, no
likelihood of a ministry that has spiritual depth and therefore enduring effects is present.
The danger of not recognizing the loss of spiritual vitality in life and ministry, because of
neglecting prayer, is very real as skills, abilities, and training can deceptively and
imperceptibly fill the void created by the loss of the presence and nearness of God.
Competent activism can act as a subtle “pirate part replacement” for God no longer being
near.
The example of Jesus as a contemplative activist contains the important practiced
rhythm of labor and Sabbath rest. This wholesome lifestyle has invited the comments of
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Donald Coggan: “Thus there would seem to have been a kind of rhythm about the life of
Jesus—withdrawal and work; withdrawal and work” (16). The withdrawal will revitalize
and re-energize the pastor as the ministry exposes him to exhaustion and assault by a
cynical and critical world. Pastors face such great pressures of ministry that they could
easily forego their time of prayer with God. The example of Jesus, the Shepherd par
excellence, must all the more be consciously remembered, especially his spontaneity in
turning to the Father when in intense pressure and need, as well as his spontaneity in
moving into prayer in the middle of a conversation or event. He spontaneously shifted
into dialogue with God upon arriving at the tomb of Lazarus (John 11:41-42), in the face
of grief and a challenging situation that required a miracle. On another occasion, after he
had spoken about his impending death and taught that death precedes life, he naturally
expressed his apprehensions about his death to God (John 12:27-28). Martin Luther, a
great example of faith, said, “I am so busy that I find that I cannot do with less than four
hours a day in the presence of God” (qtd. in Coggan 16). Prayer is essential to the
practice of “abiding in Christ”, which is not a changeless state of being but consists of a
relationship that must be continually sustained through the shifting seasons and changing
circumstances of life (Gibbs and Draper130).
Prayer and time spent in the presence of God, faithfully practiced each day, will
aid the minister in slowing down, curing unhealthy restlessness and a hurried and harried
attitude, which is often the source of burnout. It also brings about an enriched life, that
has been reflected upon, that makes for advancement in one’s spiritual and ministry life.
This enriched reviewed life can happen as one evaluates, in the presence of the Holy
Spirit, what has happened in a day, and what response is being invited from one’s heart.
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Howard Hendricks aptly says, “Experience doesn’t make you better. Only evaluated
experience makes you better” (qtd. in Stanley and Jones 179)
Extended time spent daily in the presence of God, the maker of heaven and the
earth, helps pastors to build up their sense of security. This spiritual discipline in turn will
bring about the experience of what Paul declares, “the peace of God, which surpasses all
understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:7). This security
in God results in restedness, instead of restlessness from being on the run from activity to
activity, which is another cause of burnout. When one fails to make time to pray, the
pressure and anxieties of ministry can rob them of the basic joys of being a child of God,
even though their name is written in the book of life. When time is taken to “come home
to God” and actually be “at home,” the subconscious hope that activity will fill the void
of emptiness in one’s life will be healed. The healing comfort of being secure in God,
which comes from extended time spent with him, will deal with depression among older
Christians and ministers. This insight is shared by Ajith Fernando when he describes
them:
[J]ust as burnout is a problem, so is depression among older Christians
who have been kind and considerate … though treated badly by many
people. But underneath this kind looking exterior hides great emotional
pain. Once these people get older, they do not have the strength to hold
back their pain…. What comes out is bitter depression. It is so important
that we seek healing for these wounds before we grow old…. But
ultimately what gives us permanent healing is the comfort of the Lord.
God can heal us if we open ourselves to him in prayer instead of hiding
our pain. (241)
An extended time of daily prayer deepens the key work of pastors—to bring the flock
before God, and as pastors grow as channels of intercession, they also grow as a conduit
of love. The inexhaustible love and power of God will be felt by the channel in a most
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joyous way, “As love goes out through prayer, God’s love comes in, and the regular flow
of love in and out of our lives makes us glow with the joy that love alone can produce”
(241). Herein lies an important and powerful principle of ministry: to appropriate the
reservoir type of joy that supplies through an overflow that does not impoverish itself. As
a result, pastors will have attained spiritual maturity as priests who bring God’s people
efficaciously before the Almighty and Eternal God without spiritual depletion to
themselves.
The church that encourages pastors to set aside extended time for this “work” of
prayer and intercession is exhorting pastors to care for themselves so as to care for
congregations. All the stakeholders will benefit when pastors are exercising self-care in a
desciplined way. A deliberate realistic strategy must be adopted for maintaining prayer as
a priority on the daily agenda of pastors. Prayer, as a secret activity that cannot be seen
and applauded, is easily bypassed and neglected.
The Necessity of Physical Care
Physical care is a much underestimated and uncared for area, yet essential to the
personal well-being of persons made in the image of God who are not only spiritual
(relating to God), social (relating to one another), psychological (relating to self) but also
physical (relating to the created order, including their own bodies). John Wesley Hughes,
founder of Asbury College, expressed that the wholesome development of a person is
comprised of the three elements of body, mind and soul. David Gyertson refers to Hughes
as saying that to educate the body while ignoring mind and soul makes a person beastly,
to educate the mind while disregarding body and soul leads to dead intellectualism, and
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to educate the soul while over looking body and mind results in fanaticism (qtd. in
Demaray and Pickerill 47).
The need to exercise is an acknowledged universal appeal unquestionable for
good health and personal well-being. The government in Malaysia is spending a
significant budgeted sum of money on the promotion of fitness and personal well-being,
through media presentations on the need to engage in regular exercise for thirty minutes
at least five times a week. These media promotions further educate the public on a
healthy and balanced diet, accompanied by ways of coping with the stresses of life. The
positive effects of physical exercise are well documented. These include the reduction of
major diseases such as diabetes and cardiovascular failure, the enhancement of
psychological well-being, improvement of bone mass density, increased life-expectancy,
and the ability to maintain a higher working capacity later in life (Demaray and Pickerill
49). John Wesley, who lived to be eighty-eight, double the average life span of his time,
advocated exercising. He said, “A due degree of exercise is indispensably necessary to
health and long life. Walking is the best exercise for those who are able to bear it” (qtd. in
Demaray and Pickerill 48). Wesley lived a full life of longevity and faithfulness in his
pastoral calling. He preached some forty thousand sermons and traveled 250,000 miles on
horseback, ministering actively until the end of his life. The benefit of the active persons’
psychological well-being, as documented by E. McAuley, is especially valuable to
pastors whose work has a high emotional and mental attrition rate, mainly because of the
relationship-centric nature of the pastoral ministry. He said, “The overall conclusion to be
drawn from the collective findings … is that the majority of the studies (69 percent)
suggest physical activity is positively associated with psychological well-being” (qtd. in
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Demaray and Pickerill 49). Growing research supports the finding that the active person
handles emotional pressure more effectively due to a reduction of depression and anxiety.
Kenneth Cooper, M. D, an aerobic expert, clarifies, “Exercise isn’t just for the physically
unfit. It’s for the mentally unfit, too. I can recommend it for anyone who’s depressed. If
exercise benefits the body, it can do wonders for the mind” (62, 107). This essential wellbeing connection between the physical body and the mind and emotion is not adequately
appreciated by pastors.
Long, demanding, and irregular hours exert tremendous pressure on those in the
pastoral ministry. The disciplined habit of regular, achievable exercise will no doubt
diminish the risk of disease, enhance psychological well-being, and increase levels of
energy for work and life. The physically fit pastor with resultant better health and stamina
can meet daily pressures and demands more readily with a greater chance for fruitful
ministry throughout all the years of his service.
Handling stress is related to this body-mind connection of personal psychological
well-being. Stress is personal wear and tear associated with earning one’s living, facing
the everyday demands of life such as caring for the family, making decisions,
encountering changes, etc. Pat Cleary insightfully observes, “But we don’t just
experience the stress of life; we also create it! So stress management needs to deal with
these all too familiar reactions as well as ways to avoid creating unnecessary stress” (15).
The demands of serving the church mean that the pastor cannot deny or treat stress as
something to be avoided at all costs; the key is to face it realistically with God’s help and
wisdom. Often, stressful events in life are out of one’s control; however, one has the
capacity to control how they would react to such events. As such, two types of responses
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will make for a healthy difference in determining the outcome: possessing an appropriate
interpretation of the stress inducing event, and having the attitude and ability to see such
“disturbances” as catalysts rather than catastrophes (Demaray and Pickerill 57). In a
profession where stress is unavoidable, pastors would do well to understand what stress
involves, for that will alert them to the need of minimizing stress and to manage it
constructively.
The pronounced biochemical and physiological changes or effects that stress has
on the physical body is descriptively put by Kath Donovan:
[Stress is] directed towards preparing the body to protect itself against
whatever threatens, by fight or flight. It does this by directing blood,
oxygen and glucose to the organs which would be most involved in
protective action—brain and large muscles. This results in extra clarity of
thought, and increased strength. This happens at the expense of
temporarily less vital organs such as the skin and stomach. (46)
In this regard, not only is bad stress (caused by conflicts, negative circumstances or
confrontations) potentially damaging, but also good stress (produced by things that are
enjoyed). The latter blinds the subject to the need to alleviate the stress who instead keeps
one “foot on the accelerator”—thriving on the adrenaline rush (and subsequent addiction)
that such “good stress” situations create.
Hart explains how God designed the body to cope with the pressures of life
through the release of adrenalin, which is the invisible link in triggering the response of
the body:
Whenever we are threatened physically or psychologically, a complex
chain of responses is set in motion to prepare us…to attack what is
threatening us or to run away from it…. But difficulties arise when … we
are constantly challenged or live in a constant state of emergency. When
this happens, what was designed as a protective mechanism begins to
harm us…. The so-called stress-related disorders—physical and
physiological—are the consequences. (Adrenaline and Stress 22-23)
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Pastors are warned not to put their bodies in perpetual “911 standby mode”.
Eustress is the constructive aspect of stress needed to have a sense of
preparedness. The negative side—distress—requires appropriate management or it
becomes destructive. When the distress response is prolonged and overused as a matter of
being stimulated too often for too long, then hyperstress results (Swenson 60).
Allen Nauss believes that pastors are susceptible to a higher incidence of
psychological needs. They are more prone to feelings of guilt, anxiety, insecurity, and
idealism than other people, possibly making them more vulnerable to abnormal levels of
stress (Demaray and Pickerill 54). Other factors that predispose pastors to high stress
levels are major changes in life, mobility—having to change residences, expectations
imposed from within and without, hurriedness and harriedness of time induced pressures
that over-stimulate the minister’s stress-response system, and fear and insecurity arising
from not feeling in control of life such as in the areas of people, work, and circumstances.
A close ally in taking care of one’s body is diet and nutrition. Eating right
provides the proper nutrition for the advancement of the growth and repair of body tissue.
This factor also determines the necessary energy source needed to meet the body’s daily
needs and functions. “Right eating” is also imperative for reducing the risk of disease and
obesity. The pastor has to deal with “gluttony”—a formidable enemy for many ranked
among the infamous traditional seven deadly sins.
To go the distance faithfully, pastors must not only be spiritually committed, but
they must also practice the necessary self-care that leads to wholesome personal wellbeing, as demonstrated by the apostle Paul and these contemporary key strategies. In a
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contemporary culture that is obsessed with “having” and “doing,” pastors need to reflect
on the truth that true success is a state of “being” (McIntosh and Rima 19).
Conclusion
A survey of both the biblical foundation based on the life of the Apostle Paul in
the epistle to the Philippians and the contemporary literature on the keys to personal wellbeing for longevity and faithfulness in the pastoral call and ministry has thus revealed the
following twelve key factors necessary for achieving this end:
•

Pursuing and practicing the “exchanged life” in Christ till death;

•

Possessing an increasing sense of purpose and destiny as ordained by God;

•

Intentionally maintaining a lifelong learning posture of obedience to

Christ that fuels and sustains a growing spirituality;
•

Leading a missional life focusing on the missio Dei as a central priority;

•

Firmly living out the importance of personal relationship with others, the call

to community, and people centered ministry in Jesus Christ;
•

Developing, and living by a Christ-centered theology of weakness and

powerlessness;
•

Debunking the myths that obstruct self-care and embracing the key strategies

for self-caring;
•

Keeping the Sabbath rest;

•

Valuing the family as foundational to ministry;

•

Practicing the sound social principle of the foundational need of friends;

•

Experiencing the sustaining power of prayer; and

•

Disciplined exercise satisfying the necessity for physical care of the body.
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Using the earlier summary diagram (see Figure 1 p.15) of A Relational
Perspective of the Image of God, the quest for personal well-being for longevity and
faithfulness in the pastoral ministry can then be summarized as in Figure 2:

GOD (Spiritual)
Practicing exchanged life
Increasing sense of destiny and purpose
Life long posture of obedience to Christ
Leading a missional life
Keeping the Sabbath rest
Experiencing the power of prayer

ONE ANOTHER (Social)
Call to relationship,
community, and people
centered ministry
Valuing the family
Cultivating friendship

ONESELF (Psychological)

HUMANITY

NATURE/CREATED
ORDER (Physical)

Living by a theology of
weakness
Embracing strategies of
self care
Keeping the Sabbath
rest
Experiencing the
sustaining power of
prayer

Keeping the Sabbath rest
Disciplinedly caring for the body

Figure 2. A relational perspective of image of God (Gen. 1-2).
This model was applied and used to inform this study. Some of the characteristics
fit more than one category.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Problem and Purpose
In Malaysia, where Christians are in the minority and the Christian faith is
perceived as a foreign religion, the profession of the Christian pastor receives scant
respect. The press does not have a sympathetic stance and will often report negative news
of the various failures of the Church from the West to erode further the standing of those
in Christian vocations.
Within the Trinity Annual Conference of the Methodist Church in Malaysia, the
spiritual depth and emotional security of the average pastor is further tested by the way
the congregation treats their pastors. The prevailing posture of pastors’ children is that
they would not want to follow in the vocational footsteps of their parents. When the
treatment of pastors is deemed to be unsatisfactory, a vicious cycle effect takes place. It is
not surprising for the annual conference leadership to receive reports from pastor parish
relationship committees or members of local churches concerning their dissatisfaction of
the work performance of their pastors. Senior ministers are perceived as merely doing the
needful in maintenance mode, having lost the original zeal and vision of their call into the
ministry. Contemporary pastors experience significant struggles and challenges and many
are adversely affected by unrealistic expectations, conflicts, multiplied demands,
loneliness, lack of support, and unresolved personal concerns. The prevailing trend is the
longer pastors serve, the less effective and fruitful they become. The spiritual, social,
psychological, and physical demands and stresses laid upon pastors and their evident
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consequences, have contributed to the dearth of those joining the pastoral vocation in the
Trinity Annual Conference.
The purpose of this study is to explore how the pastors in the Trinity Annual
Conference of the Methodist Church in Malaysia understand, value, and practice personal
well-being in relation to their ministries. The goal of this research was to collect data
from pastors that would aid in understanding what is involved in personal well-being for
longevity and faithfulness in the pastoral ministry, especially in the Malaysian context of
today.
The proven life of the Apostle Paul who with acknowledged moral authority
exhorts Archippus to make sure that he completes the task he received from the Lord
(Col. 4:17) provides the tested powerful paradigm for personal well-being that finishes
the pastoral ministry faithfully and fruitfully. He is able to say assuredly that “from now
on there is reserved for me the crown of righteousness” having fought the good fight and
finished the race faithfully (2 Tim. 4:7-8). Paul’s life exhibited six foundational
characteristics towards this end: he continually experienced the exchanged or “union life”
in Christ, he had a growing sense of destiny and purpose, he observed a lifetime learning
posture of obedience to Christ’s lordship, he lived a missional life as a central priority, he
was relationally committed to people and community, and he practiced a Christ-centered
theology of weakness.
Complementing these Pauline foundational characteristics are the six
contemporary self-care characteristics which contribute to a faithful and flourishing end
to the pastoral call and vocation. These six contemporary self-care characteristics derived
from the study of self-care literature are debunking the myths that obstruct self-care and
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embracing key strategies for self-caring, keeping the Sabbath rest, valuing the family as
foundational to ministry, practicing the sound social principle of the foundational need of
friends, experiencing the sustaining power of prayer, and disciplined exercise satisfying
the necessity for physical care of the body.
Research Questions
Two primary research questions were used to guide and provide the scope for this
study.
Research Question #1
What is the current personal well-being profile of pastors in terms of
understanding, valuing, and practice?
A researcher-designed questionnaire based on the twelve characteristics from the
Relational Perspective of the Image of God model was used to measure and establish the
personal well-being profile of the pastors. These distinctives are: practicing the
exchanged life, an increasing sense of destiny, a lifelong posture of obedience to Christ,
living a missional life, a call to community and people-centered ministry, living by a
theology of weakness, embracing strategies of self-care, keeping the Sabbath rest, valuing
the family, investing in friendships, experiencing the sustaining power of prayer, and
disciplinedly caring for the body.
A semi-structured interview questionnaire was also used to supplement and flesh
out findings from the questionairre.
Research Question #2
What do the pastors believe are the keys to personal well-being in their lives?
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A semi-structured interview questionnaire was designed and used to discover
what pastors understand, value, and practice as significant and critical to their achieving
longevity and faithfulness in the pastoral ministry.
Population and Sample
All the participants in this study were English-speaking ordained and lay
Methodist full-time pastors of the Trinity Annual Conference serving in a multiracial
Malaysian context. A total of thirty from the pastoral population were targeted to
participate in the questionnaire survey all of whom are currently serving pastorates, but a
self-selection of twenty responded. Due to the fact that this study is limited to an annual
conference that is based on English as the official language, the samples for the
questionnaire and interviews were only from the English-speaking pastors who are by far
the greater majority. This study did not include the two pastors who minister in the Malay
language and one in Cantonese (Chinese dialect), and another two who were only given
part-time appointments.
A deliberate sample of eight currently serving TRAC pastors were selected for
interview. Again, this selection was limited only to the English-speaking pastors.
Instrumentation
The first instrument used for data collection was the researcher-designed
questionnaire of twenty-four questions with a five-point Likert scale (see Appendix E).
This instrument was specially developed to discover how the thirty English-speaking
TRAC pastors understood, valued, and practiced personal well-being in the pastoral
ministry. All of the thirty met the following basic criteria: (1) they were full-time pastors
of this annual conference and (2) they ministered to English-speaking congregations.
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This instrument helped to uncover components that contribute to and sustain
personal well-being of pastors. This tool helped me conceptualize personal well-being as
involving the cognitive, affective, and practice along two planes: the vertical plane of
relationship to God (spiritual), and the horizontal plane of relationship to others (social),
to self (psychological) and to the created world, including one’s own body (physical).
This researcher-designed questionnaire on personal well-being had been pretested on a
group of three from the Beeson International Leaders 2005 cohort for refinement and
fine-tuning of components such as the clarity and order of the questions.
The second instrument of data collection was a thirty to sixty-minute, semistructured, face-to-face interview with the eight selected English-speaking pastors
conducted at a mutually agreed venue. This interview exercise involved a deliberate
sample of eight pastors currently serving in the Trinity Annual Conference. These pastors
fulfilled the following criteria: (1) they were all pastors of this annual conference; (2)
they had at least five years of pastoral ministry experience; (3) they ministered to
English-speaking congregations; (4) they are representatives that reflect the full range of
the age and years in service spectrum; (5) they represent both the Indian community [3]
and Chinese [5] ratio; (6) they each had experience over at least three pastorates as
ministers in charge, the average being four pastorates; and, (7) they represent the full
range of the numerical size (from below one hundred to two thousand members) and age
of churches (from two years to one hundred and fifteen years).
With their permission, the interview was audio-taped for possible partial
transcription to aid in the accuracy of data collection and analysis. The five interview
questions were divided into two sections: the first built rapport and insight into the
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background of the subject. The second section more directly covered the pastoral
subject’s personal experience, understanding, valuation, and practice of the issues and
concerns surrounding personal well-being for achieving longevity and faithfulness in the
pastoral ministry. These interviews received in-depth responses and became especially
helpful in identifying the characteristics of personal well-being for longevity and
faithfulness in the pastoral ministry.
To pretest and refine the instruments before their actual use on the substantive
group, a pilot test was also conducted on the same group of three English-speaking
pastors from the Beeson International Leaders 2005 cohort. The results of this test
process allowed for the refinement and final sequencing of the set of five interview
questions.
Data Collection
The following protocol was followed: On 1 June 2008 a letter was sent to all the
currently serving pastors of thirty pastorates explaining the study and inviting them to
participate in this research project (see Appendix A). In the same letter they were invited
to participate in the researcher designed questionnaire on personal well-being. Upon
receipt of the completed responses of the questionnaire, the data was recorded and
analyzed.
Another letter (see Appendix B) was sent to the selected eight inviting them to
participate in a taped thirty to sixty-minute face-to-face interview that would remain
confidential and anonymous. These letters were followed by a telephone call within
fourteen days after the mailing date. The telephone call was next followed by an e-mail
that confirmed the date, time, and venue of the interview; it also asked the pastors to
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provide some initial information about their struggles and high points in their ministry,
which may be spiritual, social, psychological, or physical in nature (see Appendix C).
These interviews were conducted in different cities in Malaysia from September to
December 2008. During this interview, I sought to establish first rapport and build an
assuring, safe, and conducive environment. These personal interviews utilized five
questions that focused on the research questions and issues of this study (see Appendix
F).
The data transcribed from the audio tapes of the interviews was stored and filed
by category. The groupings used in data analysis were inductively established and
defined, arising from the pastoral responses.
A thank-you letter was mailed to all the participants of both the questionnaire and
interviews upon the completion of the entire data-gathering exercise (see Appendix D).
Each pastoral subject completed the researcher-designed questionnaire on personal wellbeing within one month.
Data Analysis
After the responses to the researcher-designed questionnaire were received, I
tabulated and categorized the data and information. The same was done for the data and
information received from the interviews. I analyzed the data with the help of Dr. Chan
Kook Weng (statistician) and Dr. Steve Seamands. The questionnaire survey was
statistically analyzed using the twelve factors as contained in the Relational Perspective
of the Image of God model. Data and information from the interviews were likewise
analyzed using this model and other uncovered data was duly studied and categorized.
The transcribed interviews were categorized on common themes expressed as

Ong 76
affirmations, struggles, breakthroughs, and reflected recommendations that came through
the respondents’ varied experiences as pastors. The analysis also included collating
common perspectives of ministry experience and philosophy of ministry. Common and
recurring phrases articulated and punch lines were also noted.
Ethical Procedures
The pastors who participated in this project, both at the questionnaire and
interview levels, were guaranteed total confidentiality in the initial invitation letter, in the
follow-up telephone call, at the beginning of the interview, and at the conclusion of the
interview. To preserve the integrity of this study and in order to secure the openness of
the respondents, the data collated during this period of research was both confidential
and, where applicable, anonymous.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
Personal well-being issues are vital to longevity and faithfulness in the pastoral
ministry in the Trinity Annual Conference of the Methodist Church, Malaysia. The
purpose of this study was to explore how the pastors in the Trinity Annual Conference of
the Methodist Church in Malaysia understand, value, and practice personal well-being in
relation to their ministries. This study is especially needed in a country like Malaysia
where multiple forces are at work to cause premature endings of pastoral ministry, create
the trend of losing effectiveness of ministry with the passage of time, and the dearth of
those joining the pastoral vocation in the Trinity Annual Conference. This study was
guided by the following research questions:
1. What is the current personal well-being profile of the pastors in terms of
understanding, valuing, and practice?
2. What do the pastors believe are the keys to personal well-being in their lives?
Profile of Participants
The first instrument used for data collection was a researcher-designed
questionnaire of twenty-four questions with a five-point Likert scale which was sent out
to thirty of the currently in-service pastors. These were of mixed gender, although only
two were females. All were full-time pastors in this annual conference, and ministered in
English-speaking congregations. They were spread throughout the six districts of North,
East, Perak, Federal Territory, Selangor, and South in peninsular Malaysia. Their pastoral
career ranged from two to thirty-two years. Out of this group, twenty-five have pastored
more than one charge, but of these thirty, only twenty responses to the questionnaire were
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received. Respondents remained anonymous. The survey did not require them to identify
themselves so that they could answer more freely, especially when the study was
conducted by their annual conference president.The findings derived from the datasets
were, therefore, a composite of the sum total experiences of the twenty respondents,
without any stratified samplings.
The second instrument of data collection was a thirty to sixty-minute interview
with eight of these pastors conducted at a mutually agreed-upon venue. These interviews
involved currently serving pastors in the English-speaking congregations of the Trinity
Annual Conference. In terms of pastoral ministry experience, the median span of the
eight in ministry as pastors in the Trinity Annual Conference is twenty-one years. Where
ministry position is concerned, the median span of their ordination as elders in the
Methodist Church in Malaysia is sixteen years. Their range in pastoral ministry is nine to
twenty-nine years. Their ages range from forty-one to sixty-one years. The average
number of churches pastored by these eight pastoral interviewees is four.
Research Question 1
The first research question, “What is the current personal well-being profile of the
pastors in terms of understanding, valuing, and practice?” was primarily operationalized
by the twenty-four questions in the personal well-being questionnaire (see Appendix E).
These questions were designed based on the twelve key factors exhibited in the life of the
apostle Paul, especially demonstrated in his pastoral relationship with the Philippian
church, as well as from contemporary literature on the vital components that contribute to
personal well-being for longevity and faithfulness in the pastoral calling and ministry.
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The semi-structured interview questionnaire was also used to discover data in answer to
this research question.
In the first key factor of “pursuing and practicing the exchanged life in Christ”,
the pastoral subjects were asked to respond to the statement “I am growing in the area of
dying to self and living for Christ” (see Figure 3). Of the twenty respondents, seven
strongly agreed, twelve agreed, and one was neutral (neither agreed nor disagreed). In the
second statement, “I am willing to explore previously unknown or unacceptable parts of
myself, allowing Christ to fully transform me”, the number who strongly agreed dropped
to five, while those who agreed rose to fifteen, and nil for neutral. In this important
category of pastors personally experiencing Christlike transformation, there is none who
disagree or strongly disagree. The response shows that 35 percent says that they strongly
agree to personal growth in dying to self and living for Christ, but only 25 percent has the
same intensity of agreement in “allowing Christ to fully transform me,” including those
previously unknown or unacceptable areas. This survey seems to indicate that only one in
four pastors is totally open to the work of conspicuous sanctification by the Holy Spirit.
The majority has the knowledge but perhaps less of the volitional intention in the pursuit
and application of this truth.
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Figure 3. Practice/pursue exchanged life in Christ.
Pertaining to the second key factor of having an increasing sense of destiny and
purpose, eight strongly agreed, eleven agreed, and one was neutral in response to the
statement “my sense of calling and purpose in ministry is stronger than when I had first
begun serving as a pastor” (see Figure 4). As to the statement, “I am able to thank God
for all of my past experiences in life, seeing how he has used them to shape the future for
me”—the number rose to thirteen strongly agreeing, seven agreeing, and none was
neutral. The rise in the number of those strongly agreeing to the latter statement
demonstrates that in the realm of experiencing the anchor-like effect of the divine call
necessary to longevity and faithfulness in the pastoral ministry, 65 percent of the
respondents had a positive realization. Someone wisely said that life is to be lived
forward, but only understood backward, upon reflection. The importance of, as well as
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the significance of, a growing positive realization of the divine call into the pastoral
ministry was also unanimously attested to by the eight pastoral subjects who were
interviewed. They readily confessed to the importance of that call, and how that has
sustained them in times of difficulties that threatened to make them leave their pastoral
vocation, as well as prepare them for challenges and works of ministries that were greater
than their ability to handle. One of the pastors captured the important place of the call to
pastoral ministry this way—“in my ‘down times’ I remember my calling most.”
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Figure 4. Increasing sense of destiny and purpose.
The third key factor surveyed was intentionally maintaining a lifelong posture of
obedience (see Figure 5). In this factor, three strongly agreed, six agreed, four were
neutral, and seven disagreed to the statement—“I review each day to reflect on where I
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have not obeyed Christ.” To the follow-up statement—“I consciously take steps and
action to ensure I am growing spiritually and my relationship with God is fresh each
day”—four strongly agreed, fourteen agreed, two remained neutral, with none
disagreeing. When comparing the responses to the two statements, the act of consciously
reviewing acts of disobedience was done by only 45 percent. This response is somewhat
demonstrably compensated by 90 percent of the respondents having intentional actions to
ensure spiritual growth and maintaining a fresh relationship with God daily.
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Figure 5. Intentionally maintains lifelong posture of obedience.
The fourth essential factor surveyed under the personal well-being of pastors
based on their self-perception, understanding, valuing and practice and its impact on their
ministry was the priority of a missional life (see Figure 6). To the statement, “I have been
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able to maintain a proper balance between caring for the needs of members and to
reaching out to the unchurched,” none said they strongly agreed, eight said they agreed,
four indicated neutral, and eight said they disagreed. In terms of achieving some form of
balance between pastoral caring and outreach, only 40 percent felt they had done so. To
the complementary question, “People would describe me as someone who has a passion
for the lost,” the number agreeing rose to ten, with eight being neutral, and two
disagreeing. Apparently pastors may be perceived as having a passion for the lost, but in
reality this may not be the case. This disconnect could be due to the fact that pastors have
too much to do in maintaining the “internal” life of the congregation, so that the core and
primary calling of external outreach gets sidelined. Eight, or 40 percent, admit to being
unable to keep the balance of pastoral care and reaching the market place and public
square. As one of those interviewed summed up the situation this way—that there are too
many activities and programs inundating the church so that “we forget what the main
business of the church is”.
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Figure 6. Priority of a missional life.
The fifth key factor is living out the importance of personal relationships and call
to being in community (see Figure 7). The response to the statement—“Being competent
and professional in discharging my duties is more important than how I am relating to
people”—found none strongly agreeing, two agreeing, five neutral, nine disagreeing, and
four strongly disagreeing. These responses indicate that 65 percent place people above
work. In terms of “I give more time to working relationships than to personal ones”—
none strongly agreed, twelve agreed, three remained neutral, four disagreed, and one
strongly disagreed. These responses demonstrate that in actual practice, 60 percent found
their time is given to work related relationships. This feedback would then indicate that
their ministry priority revolved around competency and professional discharge of duties,
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and in practice community building and personal relationships are relegated to secondary
status in the pastors’ lives. In the interviews with the eight pastors, the view was also
expressed by all that the expectation of the parishioners of today and the high volume of
work load had “pushed” today’s pastors away from being able to spend time in building
their relationship with God and with people. One interviewee pointed out that “pastors
today need to be secure enough to say ‘no’” when appropriate. The proliferation of
ministry activities is felt as an intrusive and obstructive factor in affecting intimacy with
both God and also with people. One of the pastoral interviewees remarked that a pastor
ought to be aware of “God’s long-term plans” and not be overly engrossed with too many
desperate attempts at “overnight successes” but be opened to be “led to do the right thing
at the right time by the Lord.”
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Figure 7. Living out importance of personal relationships, call to community.
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The sixth central factor is living out of a Christ-centered theology of weakness
and powerlessness (see Figure 8). To the statement, “I can endure being vulnerable and
seen as weak and poor as judged by the standards of the world”, five strongly agreed, ten
agreed, four were neutral, one disagreed, and none strongly disagreed. The majority of 75
percent were prepared to withstand comparison as being weak and being perceived with
contempt by the world. However, to the added question of “people who are in pain,
sorrow or weakness tend to seek me out because it is clear to them that I have been
touched by Christ in my own areas of pain, loss and weakness,” only one strongly agreed,
nine agreed, eight responded neutrally, one disagreed, and one strongly disagreed.These
responses seem to demonstrate that living out the internal view that one is willing to
endure being vulnerable and being seen as having received transformation through
them—is not so apparent to the people, especially those experiencing parallel felt needs.
It may be indicative of the lack of the fruits of a “broken spirit” and the demonstration of
vulnerability. On the other hand, it can also be a problem of perception as one of the
pastoral interviewees acknowledged his struggle of finding “good friends who can accept
my weaknesses” in the parish because of the expectation and perception that the pastor
“has all the answers and lives victoriously, appearing to be super-human!”
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Figure 8. Living out Christ-centered theology of weakness, powerlessness.
The seventh key factor is debunking self-care myths (see Figure 9). The response
to the statement—“I feel guilty when I take time to play” had nil strongly agree, one
agreed, three remained neutral, nine scored disagree, and seven strongly disagreed. To the
accompanying statement―“I take adequate time for relaxation and rest”—two strongly
agreed, eleven agreed, three were neutral, four disagreed with none strongly disagreeing.
Altogether sixteen, or 80 percent (of disagreed and strongly agreed), did not feel guilt
when taking time to play, but only thirteen, or 65 percent (strongly agreed and agreed),
actually take adequate time for relaxation and rest. These responses are indicative of the
actual practice gap of knowing what is right to do, but not doing it, something that pastors
are particularly susceptible to. One of the interviewees expressed that he is becoming
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more successful in meeting his own need for “personal time and space … to be renewed,
such as doing carpentry for recreation.”
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Figure 9. Debunking self-care myths.
The eighth critical factor is keeping the Sabbath rest (see Figure 10). For this
factor the twenty responded to the statement—“I take Sabbath rest keeping as a serious
practice.” To this statement three strongly agreed, seven agreed, six neither agreed nor
disagreed, three disagreed, and one strongly disagreed. These responses demonstrate that
only ten, or 50 percent (of strongly agree and agree), take the Sabbath rest day principle
seriously. The accompanying statement was, “I find it hard not to think and engage in
ministry related work even when it is my day off,” to which one strongly disagreed,
seven agreed, four were neutral, five disagreed, and three strongly disagreed. To this
comprehensively important issue only eight, or 40 percent, are able to answer in the
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affirmative. Four of those interviewed expressed the need to find regular time to be away
from the busyness of parish ministry life “for retreats for the body to catch up with the
soul” and for spiritual input.
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Figure 10. Sabbath rest kept.
The ninth is valuing family as foundational to longevity and faithfulness in the
pastoral ministry (see Figure 11). When asked, “Over the years, I have found myself
spending less and less time with my family,” one strongly agreed, five agreed, three were
neutral, nine disagreed, and two strongly disagreed. These responses showed that only
eleven (comprising disagree and strongly disagree) can say that the amount of time with
the family had not suffered. The supplementary question was, “Those closest to me
would say that I am good at balancing family and work in a biblical way”. One strongly
agreed, eleven agreed, six were neutral, two disagreed, and none strongly disagreed. To
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this statement twelve, or 60 percent (agreed and strongly agreed), were able to say they
would hear affirmation from those close to them that they are living a balanced domestic
and working lifestyle. One of the pastoral interviewees emphasized the point that one
must make time for “people close to you—family members and their views, especially
when their opinions are negative ones.” Another said he struggled to guard his time
jealously to be spent “praying with my wife everyday, and spending time with my son.”
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Figure 11. Valuing family as foundational to ministry.
The tenth key factor that was surveyed was practicing the sound psychological
and social principle of having friends (seeFigure 12). The survey question was, “I have
friends to express my negative feelings to when appropriate”; three strongly agreed,
fourteen agreed, one was neutral, two disagreed, and nil strongly disagreed. The response
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overall was seventeen, or 85 percent, who are positive that they have others to pour out
negative emotions reaped in the course of life and ministry. The response to the
associated question—“I am able to form deep personal relationships with people both
within, and outside of, my congregation”―three strongly agreed, eleven agreed, five
neither agreed nor disagreed, one disagreed, and no respondent strongly disagreed. In
other words, fourteen, or 70 percent, were in varying degrees of agreement that they have
formed deep personal relationships. When compared to the fifth key factor of living out
the importance of personal relationships and call to being in community, this response
appears to be an encouraging finding especially when seen against the lower number of
thirteen, or 65 percent, response who viewed the competent and professional discharge of
duty as less important than how one relates to people. In that same earlier key factor, only
twelve, or 60 percent, said they gave more time to working relationships than to personal
ones. This finding could indicate that the friends to whom the pastoral respondents
expressed their negative feelings, as well as those they have deep personal relationships
with, are “outside” of their congregation. Also interesting to note from one of the pastoral
interviewees was that that he “de-stressed by cooking and distributing food among
friends and parishioners in the church.” He found friendships an extra motivation that
helped him engage in stress management.
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Figure12. Practicing sound psychological/social principle of foundational need of
friends.
The eleventh crucial factor was experiencing the sustaining power of prayer (see
Figure 13). To the statement—“I am intentional about trying to spend at least thirty
minutes in Scripture reading and in prayer each day,” three strongly agreed, fourteen
agreed, one was neutral, two disagreed, and none strongly disagreed. The complementary
question was, “I have a regular network of people that I pray with or who pray for me,” to
which three strongly agreed, fourteen agreed, three were neutral, and none disagreed or
strongly disagreed. The relatively high percentage score of eighty-five in the affirmative
for each statement demonstrates a high view of the resources of prayer and Scriptures in
relation to sustaining one in the ministry through a solidly grounded spiritual life. All the
eight pastoral interviewees mentioned prayer as essential to ministry. Their pursuit of this
spiritual discipline, albeit couched in lamenting statements, is demonstrated in the
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following expressions: “I need more extended time of prayer in retreats,” “if I get the
chance I would want to fast and pray more,” “we all need a deeper prayer life especially
in fellowship with like-minded pastors,” and “I need to find more actual time with God
alone … in silence.” One had actually arranged a common family seating area whereby it
is not only conducive for members to meet, but also to pray.
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Figure 13. Experiencing sustaining power of prayer.
The twelfth vital factor is disciplinedly satisfying the need for physical care of the
body (see Figure 14). The question posed, “People who know me would say that I am
intentional about eating properly and getting adequate exercise,” had the following
response: two strongly agreed, ten agreed, six neutral, two disagreed, and nil strongly
disagreed. As to the additional question, “Regular exercises are part of my daily routine,”
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three strongly agreed, ten agreed, three were neutral, four disagreed, and none strongly
disagreed. The percentage scores to the two questions in the affirmative are sixty and
sixty-five respectively, which is not on the high side. In the space of the last four years,
the Trinity Annual Conference lost two pastors to cardiac failure at the age of fifty-three
and fifty-four. One of the interviewees laments the fact that he only exercises “as and
when able to.” Another regrets that he does not exercise enough, and the other four made
no mention of this subject. The health insurers of the Trinity Annual Conference
commented that the number of claims made has been on the high side when compared
with other annual conferences.
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Figure 14. Disciplined satisfying need for physical care of body.
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Research Question Two
The second research question, “What do the pastors believe are the keys to
personal well-being in their lives?” was operationalized by the twenty-four questions in a
personal well-being questionnaire (see Appendix E ) as well as personal interviews
conducted with eight selected pastoral subjects (see Appendix F).
The responses from the twenty respondents and eight interviewees to the
respective questionnaires demonstrate that the following categories are significant in
terms of personal well-being issues for longevity and faithfulness in the pastoral ministry.
The first key factor, the practice and pursuit of the exchanged life in Christ
showed nineteen, or 95 percent, agreeing to grow in the area of dying to self and living
for Christ. The twenty respondents scored 100 percent, demonstrating full agreement in
their willingness to “open up” their lives so that Christ can fully transform previously
unknown or unacceptable parts of their lives. Two of the interviewees mentioned the
“need to be accountable to mentors” and “to guard our lives against pride and ambition
… and being out of alignment to God’s will.”
The experience of the second key factor of an increasing sense of destiny and
purpose exhibited a similar pattern of answers with nineteen, or 95 percent, agreeing that
their call to the pastoral ministry is stronger then when they first began serving. The
importance of this tangible sense of fulfillment of purpose was augmented by the 100
percent agreed response thanking God for all past experiences in life, recognizing how
God used the experiences to shape their future. In the interviews, all eight pastoral
subjects regarded this increasing sense of destiny and purpose that began with the call
into ministry as of fundamental importance. Five of those interviewed shared how the
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church community and mentors played pivotal roles in helping them “hear, confirm, and
obey in response to that call” at its inception stage. Only one of the interviewed subjects
expressed the lack of guidance during the early stage of the call into pastoral ministry, but
this situation was mitigated by his maturity and clear circumstances that led him in that
direction. The findings indicated that the more certain one’s call is, especially when it has
undergone the refining of deep struggles at the very beginning, the greater is the ability to
withstand challenges and difficulties subsequently faced while in ministry.
The third factor of the importance of what pastors believe is one of the keys to
personal well-being in their lives, is experiencing the sustaining power of prayer. The
significance of this spiritual discipline is demonstrated by the seventeen, or 85 percent,
response of being intentional in spending thirty minutes in prayer and Scripture reading
daily. The same percentage figure is also true of their having a regular network of people,
whatever the size, to pray with or who pray for them. All of the eight interviewees
mentioned the importance of personal prayer. Two stressed the point that “extended time
away in prayer retreats is essential,” one prays with his wife each day, and all agreed that
they do not give enough time to prayer.
The fourth positive significant factor found was practicing the sound
psychological and social principle of the foundational need of friends. Seventeen, or 85
percent said they have friends to listen to their negative feelings when appropriate, and
fourteen, or 70 percent, are able to form deep personal relationships with people. Among
the six interviewed, one said, “Transparency to people is necessary as the pastoral
ministry is about relating to people with trust.” Another said that “a pastor remains true to
his call by not withdrawing,” thereby enhancing the inclusion of the pastor as a
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community member, not an outsider who is paid to provide answers. Two others
expressed the need to find a mentor to whom one can be “unreservedly open to” and to
have people (including fellow pastors) who would enfold the pastor in “accepting his
weaknesses, generally encouraging him, and gently correcting him” when needed. One
interviewee said that church members are empathetic and can resonate with the pastor’s
needs, struggles, and crises, but this situation requires the pastor to practice being
“transparent and willing to be vulnerable, exercising trust in people.” Another
interviewee said such persons can be found “among church leaders provided time is spent
to build the team through positive interaction and doing things together” beyond
functional duties. In this way the “pastor models the shared life of community, cultivating
meaningful relationships” of the biblical body, not only being consumed by a “goal
oriented life.” In this way effective, “supportive and synergy in unity in team leadership”
necessary to the smooth flow of congregational life is also provided.
The fifth significant factor of what pastors believe is one of the keys to personal
well-being is debunking self-care myths. Sixteen, or 80 percent, indicated that they do not
feel guilty when taking time for recreation, with thirteen, or 65 percent, taking adequate
time for relaxation and rest. One of the eight interviewed remarked that having “personal
time and space, and diversions to be renewed” is imperative, and he engages in carpentry
for recreation. Another said pastors must have at least one non-pastoral type activity that
they consistently pursue, have a realistic expectation of ministry, not to take themselves
too seriously, and have a healthy sense of humor. He further added that knowing one’s
physiological allergies (such as intolerance to lactose based products, irritable bowel
syndrome, etc.) is also essential in the care of oneself. One other interviewee said that
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health issues, not only to do with the pastor personally, but also “to do with the
immediate family,” can be obstructive to the ministry of the pastor. By this reasoning,
this feedback extends self-care to caring also for those in the immediate family. Being
overtaken by busyness was also quoted as taking a toll on one’s health.
In terms of significant findings revealed by the negative end of relatively low
percentage scores, the following findings are significant.
The first is the low score on the priority of a missional life. Only eight, or 40
percent, were able to agree to maintaining a proper balance between caring for the needs
of the congregation as well as engaging in compassionate outreach to the world. Ten, or
50 percent, agreed that others would describe them as having a passion for the lost. Only
one of the eight interviewed mentioned the danger of “losing sight of the bigger picture”
of one’s call and the purpose of the missio Dei. The point was made that the task of the
Great Commission often gets lost, especially when internal strife and “program
centricity” are present. The other seven made no mention of this point, focusing mainly
on issues to do with the internal life of the parish.
The second significant finding demonstrated by a relatively low percentage
scoring is that of keeping the Sabbath rest. Ten, or 50 percent, keep Sabbath rest as a
serious practice, while the percentage drops to eight, or 40 percent, with regards to not
thinking or engaging in ministry related work during a pastor’s day off. One of the
interviewees spoke about the need to feel adequately secure so as to be able to say “no”
to the expectations and demands of parishioners whose definition of being a hardworking pastor means requiring the pastor to do a 24/7 work shift. Another interviewee
mentioned the danger of an inextricable bond of “being married to the job” that may be
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fueled by the thought that ministry success depends on self and one’s own strength. Two
other interview respondents linked this issue to relationship with the local lay leadership
in that when relationship with lay leaders deteriorates, the pastor has to work doubly hard
to avoid further criticisms.
The third significant finding arising from a relatively low percentage score is
valuing family as foundational to ministry. A point of concern is that only eleven, or 55
percent, disagreed that over the years they have found themselves spending progressively
less time with their families. Six, or 30 percent, agree to the shrinkage of time spent with
the family, while three, or 15 percent, are neutral. A slight increase to twelve, or 60
percent, agreed to the supplementary question in terms of affirming those close to the
pastoral subjects saying that they are good at balancing family and work in a biblical
way. Among the eight interviewed, one mentioned the struggle with busyness taking a
toll on his family life; another lamented the worsening personal conflicts with the spouse
affecting their ministry. Two others recognized the importance of cultivating a growing
relationship with their spouses and sons. In the last eight years, the Trinity Annual
Conference had two pastors leaving because of immorality issues and the subsequent
break-up in their marriages. Not only is this an important issue connected to having a
sustained ministry that ends well, but it also has important implications for the pastoral
image and the next generation of pastors’ children remaining in the church as well as
being open to the pastoral ministry call themselves.
The fourth significant finding from the perspective of a relatively low percentage
score is that of living out of a Christ-centered theology of weakness and powerlessness.
While the response to the question of being able to endure being vulnerable, to be seen as
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poor by the world’s standards was fifteen, or 75 percent, only ten, or 50 percent, agreed
to the supplementary question of whether others in pain, sorrow, or weakness seek them
out because the pastor had been touched by Christ in his or her own areas of pain, loss, or
weakness. The disparity in the percentage may indicate the case of fundamental bias
attribution—whereby the pastoral subjects tended to think “more highly” of themselves
in having appropriated or internalised this truth than they actually have, as evidenced by
the response of the congregation. In the last twenty years, the Trinity Annual Conference,
with its relatively small pastoral workforce, lost three pastors who immigrated to the
greener pastures of Australia, and another three to more lucrative jobs in the secular
world.
One additional significant area that the interviews revealed was that of life-long
learning posture especially through reading and the acquisition of knowledge, as needed
in the sustenance of longevity in the pastoral ministry. All of the eight interviewed
expressed the need to read more in order to enhance their spiritual life, hone ministry
skills, be relevant, and to experience continual conviction of faith and renewal. Each of
them bemoans the reality that they are either not reading consistently enough or are not
having the time to do adequate reading beyond the preparation for sermons.
Summary of Major Findings
The Trinity Annual Conference pastors have attempted to be honest in their
responses to the twenty-four personal well-being questions as well as to the five
questions in the eight oral interviews. In summary, the following critical issues are
regarded as vital to longevity and faithfulness in the pastoral ministry in the context of
the Trinity Annual Conference. The relevance of the twelve key factors derived from the
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pastoral ministry of the apostle Paul to the church in Philippi and from the study of
contemporary literature had application, correlation, and relevance to the personal wellbeing of the study’s pastoral subjects regarding longevity and faithfulness in the pastoral
vocation.
The demonstrated key points currently more strongly pursued and practiced are
•

The practice and pursuit of the exchanged life in Christ,

•

An increasing sense of destiny and purpose,

•

Experiencing the sustaining power of prayer,

•

The foundational need of friends, and

•

Debunking self-care myths.

Principal areas that need to be intentionally addressed are
•

The priority of a missional life,

•

The keeping of the Sabbath rest,

•

The value of family as foundational to ministry,

•

The living out of a Christ-centered theology of weakness and powerlessness,

•

A posture of life-long learning especially through reading.

and
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
This project originated from a desire to discover the pertinent issues of well-being
vital to pastors in the Trinity Annual Conference in strongly finishing the full course of
their ministry. This study is especially needful in the light of the fact that Christianity is a
minority religion in a country where Islam is the official religion, and that in the eyes of
the public the pastoral vocation is low on the ranking list of professions. In addition, the
pastoral image is also low in the eyes of Christians, where a lack of respect for the person
and the office of the pastor abounds. The children of pastors have not followed in the
footsteps of their parents. Those entering the final phase of their active service as long
term career pastors tend to lose their verve and zeal. In the last twenty-four years, four
have died in the pastorate, three dropped out due to morality issues, three emigrated to a
western country, five left for secular jobs, two opted for early retirement, and one left for
employment in another denomination. These numbers are telling on an Annual
Conference that has a fairly small pastoral workforce (which ranges from about fifteen to
forty in any given year, lower figures being true in the earlier years) and has always
experienced a shortage of pastors and ministers in its thirty-three years of existence.
In Chapter 1, the larger picture of personal well-being in the lives of pastors was
discussed in connection to the theological paradigm whereby personal well-being is
defined as the sustaining of a balanced life as persons made in the image of God. In this
view, a person lives and functions most wholesomely and enjoys optimum personal wellbeing when one is holistically connected spiritually (to God), socially (to one another),
psychologically (to oneself—emotionally and mentally), and physically (to the created
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order including one’s own body). Living in this holistic balance as a being made in the
image of God is the fundamental scaffolding that sustains a healthy sense of existential
well-being. A person is most wholesome when he or she is engaged in these relationships
rightly, performing all intended functions, including the vocational one that fulfills the
Creator’s purpose and intent for them. For then that person is living in full harmony with
God, self, others, and the world for which human beings are responsible.
Chapter 2 builds on the above basic theological paradigm in which the literature
review based on the study of Paul’s life and ministry in the community of the church in
Phillipi, and other contemporary contextual factors that are vital and crucial to longevity
and finishing well in the pastoral ministry, were examined. From this study, twelve
fundamental and imperative principles were identified and used as a measurement tool to
explore and evaluate how pastors in the Trinity Annual Conference of the Methodist
Church in Malaysia understand, value, and practice personal well-being in relation to
their pastoral vocation.
The State of Well-Being of Pastors in the Trinity Annual Conference
in Relation to Personal Well-Being for Longevity and Faithfulness
in the Pastoral Ministry
The following discussion and evaluation is based on the findings discovered from
the study.
Spiritual and Vital Practices: Strengths
The TRAC pastors demonstrated a very high degree of pursuing the exchanged
life in Christ. Generally, a strong commitment to pursue a winsome life of ongoing
transformation and conspicuous sanctification in submission to the Lordship of Christ is
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evident. Their response also demonstrates a submissive attitude to Christ that augurs well
for the healing of personhood, in dying to the controlling authority of sin and to have the
glorified Christ living in increasing measure of his actual presence, possession, and
power in one’s life. Intentionally pursuing the exchanged life in Christ will also increase
the sighting, acknowledgement, redemption, and restoration of one’s “dark side”
(McIntosh and Rima 167). Such a healthy spiritual approach is an imperative factor for
finishing well and with joy in the pastoral call and ministry.
Appropriating an increasing sense of destiny and purpose is another strong point
indicated by the survey. This conclusion is well attested to by the constant harking back
to one’s call, which was a tested act of obedience, and an unyielding anchor when facing
the squall of uncertainty, challenge, and disappointments. All eight interviewed clearly
revealed that the more certain a pastor is of their call to the ministry, especially when it
has undergone purification by deep struggles at the very beginning, the greater is their
ability to withstand challenges and difficulties subsequently faced in ministry. The sense
is of an ever-increasing awareness and deepening conviction that God is not only real, but
that he has intervened in a personal and unique way to bring about his particular purposes
in the pastor to glorify himself. This realisation in turn leads to a sense of progressively
accomplishing the things that God has laid out for one’s life as well as an assurance that,
in God’s sovereign intervention and coverage, all things hitherto experienced was to
prepare and shape the person for the future. Experiencing life with a purpose is a
hallmark for finishing well; it empowers pastors to weather the storm of difficulties,
challenges, and unexpected diverse circumstances encountered in the journey of pastoral
ministry—and these are many.
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On a lesser but nonetheless still high degree, the TRAC pastors profile shows that
they are strong in the area of experiencing the sustaining power of prayer. Prayer is an
essential companion of a victorious faith that gives God what he deserves and longs for—
full sovereignty over one’s life. To subscribe to the importance and practice of prayer
reflects a humble spirit that is dependent upon God through seeking him. The Scripture is
resplendent with God’s promises that those who seek him will find him, and that God
will then fulfill his plans for those who serve him, plans of welfare and not for harm, that
gives a future and hope (Jer. 29:11).
Another area of strength revealed in the survey of the pastors is practicing the
sound psychological and social principle of foundational need of friends. The majority
knows about the danger of friendlessness in the pastoral ministry. Heartening to note is
that with due emphasis given by the leadership in the Board of Ministry of the Annual
Conference, pastors are intentionally growing friendships among colleagues as well as
within their wider network and congregation. While those who by nature are more
introverted are present as expected, yet none in the pastoral workforce should feel
isolated and lonely. The friendship and fellowship of true spiritual community serves as a
safety net that enhances longevity and faithfulness in ministry as it provides hope and
strength through support and mutual accountability. It also brings healing and relief from
wounds and stress. Indeed the soul keeper must have a keeper for his or her own soul.
The danger of the older school of thought that says that in joining the pastoral vocation,
one has to sacrifice cultivating close friendships in a parish—is dying out. This thought is
misplaced and overlooks the sacramental nature of community, which in the body of
Christ, is an effective means of grace that brings encouragement, accountability, and
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partnership so that one can “hold fast to our confession” (Heb. 4:14) and remain faithful
to the very end. This older school of thought also inadvertently promotes the idea that the
pastor is an “outsider,” looking in as a paid evaluator who is to provide answers as a
“hireling,” not having the security of a well enfolded and bonded community member.
The annual conference could have preempted at least three from leaving the
pastoral service in the last eight years, if this aspect of practicing the sound psychological
and social principle of the foundational need of friends had been engendered and
promoted more effectively.
On a moderately high degree, the pastors who responded demonstrated the ability
to embracing key strategies for self-care and debunking self-care myths. A healthy sign is
when pastors resist the martyr complex. In the light of more writings on the subject of
self-awareness and self-empowerment, pastors in the annual conference have been more
open and exposed to this important aspect of debunking self-care myths. They are
encouraged through the annual pastors and diaconal ministers school to be critical and
discerning regarding what is available in the secular bookstores, but to feel not guilty
about picking up sound practices in pursuing and observing a proper regime of self-care.
One needs not feel guilty in receiving the replenishment of proper self-care and the
freedom to track healthy and balanced self-awareness that aids in rendering the world
more manageable. The result is that the pastor is spiritually, physically, relationally,
psychologically, and emotionally refreshed.
Spiritual and Vital Practices: Weaknesses
The principal weakness that was demonstrated in the survey was the lack of the
priority of a missional life among the pastors. A matter of grave concern is that the
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pastors have not been able to keep focus on the raison d’etre of the Church, that of
accomplishing the missio Dei. This attitude will have a serious negative impact on the
growth of the church, which has been reflected in the small growth rate average of 2.9
percent for the last five years in the annual conference. This small growth is likely due to
the overwhelming consumption of time, energy, and resources in internal maintenance
and caretaker operations within the church. This “inward” perspective can lead to a
weakened sense of fulfillment, purpose, significance, and faith, as the reality of the
convicting presence and power of the Holy Spirit in drawing men, women, youths and
children to Christ is missed. This introversion can also lead to a loss of focus and
intention in equipping the congregation for witness and outreach.This trend could also be
attributed to a deficient expectation by the laity that perceives the pastor as being paid to
do the job of witnessing and membership recruitment.
This focus on the mission from heaven contributed to the freshness and strength
of Paul’s faith and ministry, as he constantly and consistently witnessed the miracle of
spiritual rebirths both in word and power encounters. When he stayed true to this calling,
he constantly witnessed the reality of the Holy Spirit, and was sustained with fervent faith
in his vocation by being aligned to the will of God. This area is a critical one that needs
further prayer, thought, and conversation if the annual conference is to see its pastors end
faithfully and also be fruitful in pursuing its goal of planting congregations among
migrant workers, the market place, in universities and colleges, and among the street
people in the main Malaysian cities.
The second key area of weakness is the inability to keep the Sabbath rest. An
accepted general observation within the annual conference is that the pastors “do not
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know how to rest and enjoy times of recreation.” The sheer volume of pastoral work and
duties is overwhelming. In addition, in the eastern culture that highly prized hard work,
the tendency is to misinterpret “redeeming the time, because the days are evil” (Eph.
5:15) as a command that God requires busy-ness in his service. As Charles E. Hummel
says, “Not to be ‘busy’ is considered a lack of commitment and good stewardship, so
days, evenings, and weekends are filled with church meetings and other activities” (27).
The emphasis, therefore, falls on “busy-ness” and not “timeliness” (kairos time) of
ministry. To hear that the majority of the pastors are not able to fully utilize and exhaust
their annual quota of leave is not uncommon. Chua reports in his findings that one third
of pastors in Malaysia fail to take one full day off weekly (37). While the figure of 50
percent of TRAC pastors taking the the Sabbath seriously may be a bit higher than the
above average, yet it still remains insufficient. The lack of practicing the Sabbath-labor
rhythm as enshrined in the fourth commandment also betrays the fact that not only is rest,
play, and recreation deemed as unimportant but also shows a lack of faith. Pastors
demonstrate faith in trusting God to accomplish their work in six days and being content
with what has been attained. Mother Teresa instituted a rule that the sisters in her order
take Thursdays off for prayer and rest. She clearly believed that the work will always be
there, but if her sisters do not take time to rest and pray, they will not have the presence
to do their work (Yancey 83). In the apt words of Headley, “Intimacy with God
transforms us: it helps us love as God loves; it dignifies and values human life. Intimacy
with God promotes intimacy with others” (Reframing Your Ministry 115). Pastors can
also be driven by deadlines and the overwhelming desire to finish their tasks as soon as
possible, so that to live a life and ministry with “paced faith” is most difficult. Unfinished
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pastoral responsibilities and tasks invisibly but unavoidably overshadow one’s mind and
emotions, eating into one’s spirit with worry and anxiety. Some are driven by their own
insecurity—the need to be needed, so that parishioners have to quite literally force them
to go on leave, often after ominous signs of burnout and depression begin to manifest.
The congregation’s expectations of the work volume of the pastors is an area that needs
to be addressed, and the pastors themselves to be more serious, intentional and secure in
planning and implementing their weekly one and a half days off, as well as the use of
their annual leave. Both parties must learn that servanthood is not servitude, so that the
pastor is not subjected to the beck and call of everyone (Gibbs and Draper 146). The
annual conference has already begun to take steps to enable pastors to go on sabbatical
and short study leave.
The above area of weakness is closely followed by the diminishing capacity in
valuing family as foundational to ministry. John Murray has categorized marriage as an
equally important institution along with labor, marriage, and fruitfulness (20). Marriage is
paired with fruitfulness, just as Sabbath-labor is a pair that, in his view, is inseparable, in
fulfillment of the pro-creation mandate. This crucial directive is also reflected in the
Pauline injunction of the importance of the home in his letters to Timothy and the church
at Ephesus. The spiritually fruitful elders of God’s church are those who keep their
marriage and family healthy and well. The pastors must dare to pursue an integrated and
holistic understanding that sees both the family and the church ministry as equally
“God’s work.” They must make time and other resources available in meeting the
essential expectations of their family, and not be consumed by the cumulative crippling
volume of unrealistic expectations spun by multiple stakeholders within the parish
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(McIntosh and Rima 189). The pastor must remember not to equate servanthood with
servitude and be indiscriminately submitted to the agenda and control of others (Gibbs
and Draper 148).
In the last eight years, the annual conference has had to deal with two cases that
needed marital counseling and two more that have suffered infidelity and broken up. One
constant danger is placing the family second to God’s work in the pastoral ministry,
giving leftover time to the home. Somehow the redemptive responsibility is given greater
priority than biological accountability. In addition, due to the double tension of ministry
preoccupation that consumes a lot of time, and the resulting fatigue, the process of
growing an intimate, emotionally and spiritually empowering marriage that takes time,
energy, thoughtful initiatives and guarding suffers greatly. The Trinity Annual
Conference waits with hope that pastoral workers arising from a second generation of
pastors’ children will yet come to pass. The trend of decreasing time spent with the
family with increasing years of pastoral service must be checked. Strong families make
for a strong church, more so the pastoral family.
The lack of living out of a Christ-centered theology of weakness and
powerlessness is another area of concern. A revealing disparity of 25 percent exists
between a self-assessment that reads 75 percent in agreement of perceiving oneself as
being able to endure being vulnerable and seen as weak and poor as judged by the
standards of the world, and from that of only 50 percent when it comes to being sought
by others in pain, sorrow and weakness. This situation is due, in part, to the
congregation’s inability to acknowledge the pastor as having been through and coming
out of pain, loss and weakness touched by Christ. The nature of human beings is to want
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to portray themselves as in a position of strength and being in control. Pastors are no
exception to this weakness. In a technological age that worships numbers, techniques and
exploits, to desire to have a triumphalistic public face and be seen as successful even in
spiritual things is understandable because brokenness is seen as weakness. Pastors and
preachers hold to the teaching that the cross and the resurrection are not merely external
and that one cannot have the power of the resurrection without the cross, yet in reality
they only want the power without being willing to tread or vulnerably share in the selfsacrifice and suffering of the cross (Green 84). This position quite naturally makes the
vulnerable parishioners “hide their pain” in the face of seemingly strong and
triumphalistic shepherds. J. I. Packer makes the wise observation that those who work
hard at theologizing have to overcome the twin temptations of perceiving themselves as
superior Christians because they know more than others and “to exempt themselves from
obligations that bind others, as if their expertise puts them in a class by themselves to
which ordinary rules do not apply” (15). Paul calls Christians to be aware of the power
that God means them to have, and also reminds those who do know of that power that
they cannot escape self-sacrifice and suffering. This balance is enunciated in Philippians
3:10-11: “that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his
sufferings, becoming like him in his death, that if possible I may attain the resurrection
from the dead.” When pastors know this truth experientially, they become powerful
authentic “incarnational” servants who exercise the ministry of the “wounded healer,” not
only being able to embrace suffering, but bearing the fruits of brokenness and multiplying
its blessings.
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An unexpected finding that was discovered in the course of the study was the
need of lifelong learning in relation to the pastor’s ministry. Effective leaders retain a
learning posture throughout life (Clinton, Leadership Emergence Theory 13). The
relevant, competent, and effective pastor leader with a cutting-edge freshness is a student
of life, people, and literature, especially the Word of God. They will undertake informal
training projects such as the use of daily activities and self-initiated growth assignments
(for example personal research projects, apprenticeships, etc.) as training means.
Learning can also be via engagement in nonformal projects such as conferences,
seminars, and workshops that are organized yet are non-programmatic learning and are
experiential in focus. Formal training and learning will include programmatic
institutionalized training. In light of the knowledge explosion in our complex world, the
continuous process of learning is necessary. The rapid pace of social change has
necessitated the birth of the continuing education movement which affects seminaries as
well. The pastor as a community leader must know how to learn, and continue to learn, as
the dynamics of pastoral ministry change to meet the changing needs of society and those
within the church. In this regard a posture of lifelong learning will act as a buffer against
stress and burnout in the ministry as pastors are better equipped to cope with various
demands and expectations in terms of ministry skills. At the same time intentional
continual learning also acts as a reinvigorating distraction and interior renewal defense
against prolonged ministry, overexposure, and attrition. Ministers today are faced with
church members who have great access to knowledge and are often knowledgeable. For
this learning to happen, pastors must be intentional, make the necessary resources (of
money and time) available, and thoughtfully pray through the syllabus they require. This
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method is a return to the Wesleyan tradition whereby John Wesley required all his
preachers to study in the mornings, especially during weekdays. The demands of the
average parish in the Trinity Annual Conference give little room and energy for this
necessary discipline if one is not resolutely intentional about it.
Implications of the Study
This study provides the opening to deepening and expanding the existing corpus
regarding the understanding, valuing, and practice of issues vital to the lasting and
illustrious finishing of pastors in the Methodist tradition in an Asian context. Expansion
of knowledge in this area is especially needed in a nation like Malaysia where Islam is
the official religion and Christians form only about 9.1 percent of the population. This
research may be regarded as pioneer work as there has been very little research and
writing done with regards to those in pastoral ministry in the six annual conferences and
one mission conference, which together make up the Methodist Church in Malaysia. The
Methodist Church is one of the two largest Protestant denominations in this country. The
Methodist Church in Malaysia has a total of about 182,968 members and 417 pastors.
This study will contribute to the self-understanding of the pastors, help the
churches to be informed about the needs of those in pastoral ministry, strengthen the
pastor-laity relationship for greater synergy in kingdom ministry, and address the issue of
the shortage and recruitment of pastoral and Christian vocation workers particular to the
Trinity Annual Conference, and to a larger extent, the Methodist Church in Malaysia. I
also hope that the larger body of the Malaysian Church can benefit from this study where
trans-denominational principles apply. Little study and research has been done on vital
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issues necessary to the longevity and faithful ending in the pastoral ministry in the
Malaysian context.
Limitations and Weaknesses
Issues of the personal well-being of pastors are a wide-ranging and complex
subject. This study is narrowed down to a focus of twelve key factors derived from a
Scriptural and theological basis. These twelve categories then provide a framework for
this study although they may not account for every possible related issue to this subject.
Also included are the findings of contemporary literature on the vital components that
contribute to personal well-being leading to longevity and faithfulness to the pastoral call
and ministry.
The limited number of pastors available and participating in this study suggests a
potential weakness. Reluctance in facing and talking about the issue of personal wellbeing is also indicated. Altogether, thirty questionnaires were sent out, with another
reminder that it was also available through an e-mail attachment, yet only twenty, or 67
percent, responded. One is left to wonder what results could have been generated if a
larger cross-section of pastors had responded.
The method of tracking responses had its weaknesses. Due to the fact that I am
the president of the Trinity Annual Conference, the method selected for the return was
one of anonymity so as to afford greater freedom to the respondents to answer more
transparently. More stratified or detailed sampling (such as age, gender, and experience
stratification) would not be possible. Also absent is the inability to ascertain whether the
e-mailed attachment and hard copy of the questionnaire actually reached the intended
subject of study, or conversely that their responses were received. This positional factor
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may also mean that some may have chosen not to participate so as to avoid self-exposure
to a superior within the hierarchy.
Another potential weakness due to my annual conference position is that my
status may have a bearing on the responses of the pastoral subjects who were
interviewed. The possibility exists that the respondents may have feel a sense of
intimidation, which can result in “saying what is expected”, or conversely to “underdeclare” as a safe way of avoiding exposure. The potential for social desirability affecting
the responses is present, especially when one serves within a top-down authority system
such as in the Methodist connectional system.
Suggestions for Further Studies
Finding a way to increase the participation in an already small sampling of the
population would help lend greater weight to the validation of the data and the tools or
instruments used in this research study. Perhaps the inclusion of other English speaking
congregation pastors from the other annual conferences of the Methodist Church in
Malaysia whose ministry, environment, and culture are similar to that of the pastors in the
Trinity Annual Conference could mitigate the situation.
Having a more stratified and detailed sampling could also give greater clarity to
the correlation of different factors such as age and gender, to type of needs, and a more
distinct profiling. The actual “downstream” personal well-being needs of pastors may be
varied and complex, so that conducting further studies and measurements among the
Malaysian Methodist clergy would be helpful, not only to be diagnostic in the description
of their condition, but, more importantly, to provide assistance in moving them from the

Ong 116
downturn of poor personal care to a balanced and healthy sense of physical, spiritual,
emotional, and psychological wellness.
Recommendations
In order to optimize the positive potential of the knowledge gained from this
study, the following recommendations may be appropriate.
The first recommendation is to submit the findings of this study to the Board of
Ministry of the Trinity Annual Conference for follow-up and to make further
investigations with a view toward finding solutions for areas of need. Further research
could lead to the crafting of a local preacher’s license course module titled, “Vital Issues
to Longevity and Finishing Well in the Ministry”.
The second recommendation would be to find opportunities to visit and conduct a
seminar with dialogue/feedback during the Pastors’ Retreat in each of the six districts in
the annual conference. This opportunity would be an ideal interactive and more personal
approach as the numbers involved is unlikely to exceed eight pastors per district. This
seminar would not only serve to impart the need for a balanced model to follow in the
pastoral ministry but would also discover needs at a more personal level. The need to
emphasize the redressing of particular weaknesses, following the establishment of the
holistic integration of personal well-being approach as captured in the summary diagram,
Figure 2, “A Relational Perspective of the Image of God” (see p. 68) exists. Discussion
on the principal weaknesses uncovered would follow. These areas include the lack of
priority of a missional life, the inability to protect and keep the Sabbath rest, the
diminishing capacity in valuing family as foundational to ministry, the need to work
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through living out a Christ-centered theology of weakness and powerlessness, and the
need to cultivate a lifelong posture of learning in relation to the pastoral ministry.
The third recommendation is I conduct an abbreviated three hour sharing and
seminar with the pastor parish relations committee, lay leaders, and delegates in one of
the two district or regional conferences that are carried out twice annually. This process
would mainly be to inform and educate the church lay leadership about expectations in
maintaining a balanced life when in ministry. It would also create a much-needed
platform for a healthy dialogue and discussion on what is a sensitive and often hidden
subject.
The fourth recommendation would be to approach the board of laity of the annual
conference to obtain their response and feedback and to explore how the general church
congregation can respond to making the life of the pastor more wholesome and balanced
through making the implementation of the issues vital to longevity possible. This
feedback could be invaluable in making this subject a more complete package when
addressed by both clergy and laity.
The fifth recommendation is to incorporate the core elements of this study into the
syllabus of the Ministers on Trial training retreat, as well as in the Youth Leadership
Development Program, which has a component of challenging and preparing young
people for the call to Christian vocation and ministry.
The sixth recommendation is to disseminate relevant, challenging, and helpful
excerpts of this study through the annual conference newsletter, local church periodicals,
the TRAC Web site, and other electronic and print vehicles.
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Personal Reflections
This study has been the culmination of a concern that grew in intensity over
twenty-four years of reflection and observation of pastoral stamina and of finishing the
pastoral vocational race with faithfulness and distinction. The attrition rate that had been
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter concerning the pastors who have left the
Trinity Annual Conference occurred during this personal period of reflection. This
subject of longevity and faithfulness in the pastoral ministry is an unspoken goal that
each pastor is expected to fulfill, but of which very little attention is given to discover and
address the issues vital to finishing this race well.
I have served as a pastor for the last twenty-five years, all but one of which was in
the Trinity Annual Conference. In all that time, I am most grateful to the Holy Spirit who
has continually empowered me to experience healing, hope, and strength so that hitherto I
am able to remain faithful and, to a degree, fruitful for him. The twelve principles in this
study that have formed the necessary framework and scaffolding for the successful
completion of the pastoral vocation has indeed informed, augmented, and challenged my
own journey as a pastor, particularly now principally as a pastor of pastors. This study
has certainly sharpened my role as the president of the Trinity Annual Conference as I
oversee the welfare of the pastors in the annual conference. This project has also
equipped me to share and teach on these key issues for longevity and faithfulness in the
pastoral ministry to the wider audience of the total annual conference membership and
the church in Malaysia. In addition, it will become an intentional part of the syllabus of
my mentoring of younger coworkers and youths preparing for Christian vocations.
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For whatever contribution this study can make to the church, especially in
Malaysia, I am grateful and honored to have played a small part. I offer my tribute to all
in the pastoral ministry, including lay leaders, who continue to faithfully serve a good,
great, gracious, and generous God in the midst of an imperfect and demanding Church,
and a hostile world.
I earnestly pray and hope that the pastors and the congregations will perseveringly
move forward toward encouraging and enabling each other to grow in the issues vital to
longevity and faithfulness in the ministry that God has entrusted them.
Above all, as pastoral leaders continue to struggle to stay on course and finish the
race well, they must understand that God loves them and accepts them as they are, with a
love that cannot be improved on or diminished. As Marjorie J. Thompson says,
“Unfailing love is the divine nature and the divine choice in relation to us” (90). God’s
overwhelming love is such that no sin, failures or disappointments, whether committed
by church members or pastors, can erase or alter the reality and depth of this love of his.
He who calls is faithful and loves to the end. This study has made me reaffirm my
own calling to fight the good fight in the pastoral vocation and to finish the race well by
the grace of Almighty God.
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APPENDIX A
Questionnaire Participation Invitation Letter to TRAC Pastors
1 June 2008
<Address>
Dear Reverend/Pastor <Surname>
Warm greetings.
As you may know, I am doing a dissertation project as part of my D. Min. program
requirement with Asbury Theological Seminary. My sincere desire is to see that this
research project titled Personal Well-Being: Issues Vital to Longevity and Faithfulness
in the Pastoral Ministry in TRAC, would help our pastors, our congregations and our
Annual Conference understand and together deal with the issues of personal care of
pastors in a more positive way. This study will also ultimately pave the way for more to
join the pastoral ministry with an overall progress in the welfare, performance, longevity,
and faithfulness in the ministry.
To this end I shall need your kind participation in responding to the attached
questionnaire.
1. It has 24 questions which will take approximately 15-30 minutes to answer.
2. Confidentiality is guaranteed; you may maintain anonymity as you wish. But
this will mean that I shall require the cooperation of each of our TRAC
appointed English speaking pastors serving full time to ensure that all do
respond to this questionnaire.
3. The deadline for returning the answers is 1 June 2008.
4. You can either email or send by post to me at TRAC, 2 Jalan 5/39, 46000 PJ
or ong_hwaiteik@hotmail.com.
5. If you have any questions, insights or concerns, then do call me at TRAC HQ
(03 7954 2836) or email me.
As you know, pastors face multiple struggles. My sincere hope is that this project will
both help us understand and remedy issues relating to pastoral well-being in our Annual
Conference and possibly in the wider Methodist community in Malaysia. That is why
your involvement will be crucial.
Thank you.
Sincerely in Christ
Rev. Ong Hwai Teik
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APPENDIX B
Interview Invitation to Selected TRAC Pastors
1 August 2008
<Address>
Dear Reverend/ Pastor <Surname>
Warm greetings.
As you may know, I am doing a dissertation project as part of my D Min program
requirement with Asbury Theological Seminary. My sincere desire is to see that this
research project titled Personal Well-Being: Issues Vital to Longevity and Faithfulness
in the Pastoral Ministry in TRAC, would help our pastors, our congregations and our
Annual Conference understand and together deal with the issues of personal care of
pastors in a positive way. This study will also ultimately pave the way for more to join
the pastoral ministry with an overall progress in the welfare, performance, longevity and
faithfulness in the ministry.
The first part of the data gathering is to invite all our TRAC appointed full-time pastors
who are English speaking to fill in a questionnaire.
The second part is to conduct a taped face to face interview of between thirty to sixty
minutes with selected TRAC pastors who have had at least five years of pastoral ministry
experience. May I invite you to be an interviewee in this research project.
1. Confidentiality will be strictly upheld, with the taping erased after the project is
completed.
2. If you agree, we shall arrange for a suitable time, day, and place to meet for the
purpose of this interview.
3. Please give me your response to this invitation by email or telephone 012
5050931 by 1 June 2008.
4. If you have queries, concerns or insights—do please contact me.
My sincere desire is to improve the personal well-being level of our TRAC and
Methodist pastors in this land. My hope is that with all the stake-holders involved,
awakened, and armed with a greater understanding on this key issue, we shall have more
enjoying longevity and faithfulness in the pastoral ministry. That is why your
participation is critical, not only for now but for the future generation too.
Thank you once again for your partnership in honoring God.
Sincerely in Christ,
Rev. Ong Hwai Teik
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APPENDIX C
Follow-Up E-Mail to Selected Pastors
Dear Name
Thank you for your willingness to be part of this research project that will benefit our
Trinity Annual Conference. I shall look forward to our appointment on Date at Time,
Venue.
If for any reason you need to contact me, then either e-mail me at
ong_hwaiteik@hotmail.com or call me at 012 5050931 (cell phone) or 03 7954 2846
(TRAC HQ).
I would also appreciate it if you have some time before our interview to think about the
following two questions:
1. What have been some of the major difficulties you have encountered in the course
of the pastoral ministry in TRAC?
2. In one sentence or two, what does personal well-being in ministry mean to you?
I look forward to our time together.
Thank you.
Yours in Christ,
Ong Hwai Teik
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APPENDIX D
Thank-You Letter to Participants
1 July 2008
<Name>
<Address>
Dear Reverend/Pastor <Surname>
Thank you for taking time to participate in this study that will contribute to the important
subject of the personal well-being of pastors. I appreciate your openness and insights
shared on this issue. I am in the process of trying to bring together all the data and see
how the body of Christ, especially in TRAC, can benefit from this project. Your prayers
for this will be most appreciated.
I also want to say thank you for your love and service for Christ in serving His church,
especially in the face of multi challenges.
Your fellow servant in Christ,
Ong Hwai Teik
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APPENDIX E
Personal Well-Being Questionnaire
For each of the following statements, please circle the choice that best indicates the
extent of your agreement or disagreement as it describes your personal experience.
(Your answer should not reflect how you feel you ought to act or how you would like to
act ideally).
All information will be kept confidential. Please feel free to maintain anonymity.

SA
Strongly
Agree

A
Agree

N
Neither
Agree or Disagree

D
Disagree

SD
Strongly
Disagree

1. I am growing in the area of dying to self and living for Christ.

SA A

N

D SD

2. Regular exercises are part of my daily routine.

SA A

N

D SD

3. My sense of calling and purpose in ministry is stronger than when
I first began serving as a pastor.
SA A

N

D SD

4. I have a regular network of people that I pray with or who pray
for me

SA A

N

D SD

5. I review each day to reflect on where I have not obeyed Christ.

SA A

N

D SD

6. I am able to form deep personal relationships with people both
within and outside of my congregation.

SA A

N

D SD

7. I feel guilty when I take time to play.

SA A

N

D SD

8. Those close to me would say that I am good at balancing family
and work in a biblical way.
SA A

N

D SD

9. Being competent and professional in discharging my duties is more
important than how I am relating to people.
SA A

N

D SD

10. I find it hard not to think and engage in ministry related work even
when it is my day off
SA A

N

D SD

11. I can endure being vulnerable and seen as weak and poor as judged by the standards
of the world.
SA A N D SD
12. I take adequate time for relaxation and rest.

SA A

N

D SD
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13. I have been able to maintain a proper balance between caring for
needs of members and to reaching out to the unchurched.
SA A

N

D SD

14. People who are in pain, sorrow or weakness tend to seek me out
because it is clear to them that I have been touched by Christ in
my own areas of pain, loss and weakness.
SA A

N

D SD

15. I take Sabbath rest keeping as a serious practice.

SA A

N

D SD

16. I give more time to working relationships than to personal ones SA A

N

D SD

17. Over the years, I have found myself spending less and less time
with my family
SA A

N

D SD

18. People would describe me as someone who has a passion for the
lost.
SA A

N

D SD

19. I have friends to express my negative feelings to when
appropriate.

SA A

N

D SD

20. I consciously take steps and action to ensure I am growing
spiritually and my relationship with God is fresh each day

SA A

N

D SD

21. I am intentional about trying to spend at least 30 minutes in
Scripture reading and in prayer each day.

SA A

N

D SD

22. I am able to thank God for all of my past experiences in life, seeing
how He has used them to shape the future for me.
SA A

N

D SD

23. People who know me would say that I am intentional about eating
properly and getting adequate exercise.
SA A

N

D SD

24. I am willing to explore previously unknown or unacceptable parts
of myself, allowing Christ to fully transform me
SA A

N

D SD
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APPENDIX F
Interview Questions
1. Please share with me the story of your call into the pastoral ministry.
Is your sense of calling as strong as it was when you began?
2. Can you recall a time when you felt a situation had gone really well, when you
were pleased, satisfied, and experienced a sense of fulfillment with the outcome
of what was happening in your ministry. Describe what made this sense of
personal well-being a reality.
3. To a pastor who is just starting out, what would you say are the keys to personal
well-being and enjoying longevity and faithfulness in the pastoral ministry?
4. In your opinion, what are the greatest obstacles to personal well-being and
enjoying longevity and faithfulness in the pastoral ministry?
5. What practices necessary for personal well-being are you regularly engaged in?
Which necessary practices are you least or not engaged in?
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